
The story of Jacob is such a great counter-narrative to the notion that God only uses the “good” people, 
the people who have it all together and never wrestle with doubts or difficult circumstances. Jacob is 
one of the most crooked characters in the entire biblical story, but God chooses him, wrestles with him, 
blesses him, names him and writes his story in and through Jacob’s life. “Wrestling with God” almost 
seems to be a prerequisite for being of greater use in God’s story. Jacob’s story is an awesome reminder 
that God’s story (and our vision) can and will be written in and through all of our lives. Does that make 
you uncomfortable? Good. Wrestle away!

Does the story of Jacob have the power to inspire and shape my life?
How does this story connect to my story?
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READ GENESIS 32:22-30 IN THE MESSAGE BIBLE
Jacob sets out to meet his estranged brother – and 400 men 
– in what promises to be a tense confrontation. During the 
night Jacob encounters a man who wrestles with him until 
morning. The man throws Jacob’s hip out of joint. Jacob 
won’t let the man go until the man gives Jacob a blessing.
“Your name is no longer Jacob,” the man tells him. “From 
now on it’s Israel, or God-Wrestler, because you’ve wrestled 
with God.”
Jacob asks the man’s name, but the man does not answer. The 
man gives Jacob a blessing instead.

BACKGROUND FOR TODAY’S STORY
CHAPTER 25: Isaac and Rebekah have twin boys. From birth 
there is conflict: Jacob comes out of the womb grasping Esau’s 
heel. And from the start the parents play favorites: Isaac loves 
Esau and Rebekah loves Jacob. 
CHAPTER 27: Rebekah and Jacob scheme to steal Isaac’s 
blessing from Esau; in a moment of weakness, Esau trades 
his birthright for a bowl of stew. Esau plans to kill Jacob, 
repeating the pattern of Cain and Abel.
CHAPTER 28: On his way to find a Hebrew wife, Jacob dreams 
of God at Bethel. God promises to be with Jacob.
CHAPTER 29: Jacob falls in love with Rachel. Rachel’s father,  
Laban, tricks Jacob in marrying his oldest daughter, Leah.
CHAPTER 30: According to the story, God helps Jacob prosper at 
Laban’s expense, gaining a valuable herd of goats.
CHAPTER 31: Jacob runs away with Leah and Rachel. Laban 
pursues them. God tells Laban not to harm Jacob.
TODAY’S STORY: After 20 years of separation, Jacob encounters 
his brother, Esau, as he and his clan leave Laban’s homestead. 
Jacob learns that Esau is coming to meet him with 400 men. 
Frightened, Jacob seeks to appease his brother with gifts.

ADDITIONAL PERSPECTIVES
A different glimpse into the story of Jacob:

youtube.com/watch?v=Tg7gS0gm1jg

What happens when you have to face your past? Have you ever felt like 
Jacob, waiting for your brother’s army to arrive? Waiting for the other 
shoe to drop? Waiting for your mistakes to catch up with you? How 
does that feel? Where is God in those dark moments? Are we loved 
even then? What is God like?

What does it mean to wrestle with God? Do you ever do it? Why? 
What does that look like? Are there times you want to shake your 
fist and shout at God? What makes you angry with God? What do 
you want God to do differently? Is it okay to have those feelings? Are 
questions and doubts normal? What about the really deep questions 
and doubts that you’d never dare to say out loud? Are those okay? How 
defiant can you get and still be loved by God? Can you be so rebellious 
that God is offended? What sort of a God is this?

What does it mean that God wrestles with us? Who initiates this 
wrestling match? Couldn’t God just knock Jacob out if God wanted 
to? Why does God wrestle at Jacob’s level? Why does God grapple with 
us, but not destroy us? Is it a little bit like a parent rough-housing 
with a child? If parents could easily win, why do they extend the play 
instead? Does God invite this wrestling, and encourage it to continue? 
Why? Is it possible that God takes great joy in dialogue, in interaction, 
in relationship? Why?

Does Jacob seem a little dysfunctional? Jacob has been a schemer all 
his life, and it’s left a trail of relational wreckage. Does Jacob seem like 
the sort of person God is looking for to tell God’s story? Yet Jacob is 
an important part of this book. Why? Could the wrestling match in 
this story transform the relational mess that has marked Jacob’s life? Is 
a new thing about to begin for Jacob? Do you need a wrestling match 
like that, too? Are there ways you need to be changed? What in your 
life needs to be put out of joint so that you can become more truly you?

Why do we assume the wrestler in this story is God? Why won’t this 
man tell Jacob his name? Is it too complicated? Is God easily identified, 
named and contained? Why, or why not? Do you think we’ll ever 
completely understand what God is up to in these stories? What would 
we miss by boiling God down into something we can understand?

Why do we keep searching, and wrestling with these questions? Why 
does God continue to initiate this dialogue? Where is this conversation 
going? Have we come a long way since Jacob went out to meet his 
estranged brother’s army of 400 men? Is that the way we settle family 
disputes now? Would it have been a mistake to halt our  progress, our 
growing consciousness, on the day this story was first told?

Yet, do we still fight, cheat and steal? Do we still have a long way to 
go before we reach the kind of unity God intends for us? Would it be
a mistake to stop wrestling now? Is it possible that there are still new 
things to say about this story, about our story, and about God’s story? 
Do we welcome or reject new ideas and commentary about these stories?
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When I was in middle school I joined the wrestling team. I’ve 
always been small in stature so football and basketball weren’t viable 
options for my less-than-amazing athletic prowess. But wrestling? 
Being light, quick and small was perfect for wrestling. So I joined the 
team. But my wrestling career lasted just two weeks. At practice one 
day a teammate named Joe and I were working on a few wrestling 
moves together and as we did my elbow was dislocated. I spent the 
next two weeks in a cast, then several weeks after that trying to get 
my elbow joint to work properly again. To this day I still can’t touch 
my shoulder with my left hand, a reminder of my brief career as a 
wrestler.

But in reality my career as a wrestler wasn’t over. Years later my wife, 
Nancy, and I had three boys. And if you’re raised boys you know 
that wrestling isn’t an option - it’s a way of life! Arm wrestling, leg 
wrestling, thumb wrestling, tag-team wrestling - we did it all. For 
boys I’m pretty sure that wrestling is a love language, and carpet 
burns are like daily valentines.

Our boys are grown now. We don’t wrestle any more, mostly because 
they’re afraid they’ll hurt me. But the truth is I’m still a wrestler, and 
probably always will be. I wrestle with failures in my past. I wrestle 
with my thoughts and my feelings. I wrestle with relationships that 
seem unsettled or broken. I wrestle with fears about the future. I’m 
a wrestler, and I’ll bet you are too. And in today’s scripture reading 
we learn that no matter what we’re wrestling with we never wrestle 
alone. God wrestles with us. 

As we continue our journey through the biblical story we come 
to the story of Jacob wrestling with God. But before I read today’s 
lesson let me tell you just a little of Jacob’s story leading up to it. 

Sibling rivalry isn’t uncommon. It’s not unusual for brothers to 
wrestle with one another in many and various ways, but Jacob 
refined sibling rivalry to an art form in his relationship with his twin 
brother, Esau. From the moment of their birth Jacob sought to take 
was rightly belonged to Esau, and he did it through scheming and 
deception, culminating in Jacob deceiving his father into giving him 

the family blessing instead of Esau. So much enmity grew between 
them that Esau vowed to kill Jacob, causing Jacob to flee his family 
homestead.
 
Thirty years later, now married with children, Jacob began a 
homeward journey. Along the way he learned that the very next day 
he would be forced to encounter his brother, Esau, the one whom he 
had wronged so many years before. The one who had vowed to kill 
him. And in fact, Jacob was told that his brother Esau was coming 
to meet him with four hundred men. Doesn’t sound like a friendly 
welcoming party, does it? Our scripture reading, from Genesis 
32:22-30, tells us what happened the night before that potentially 
fatal family reunion [READ TEXT]

It’s a strange story, isn’t it? It raises so many questions, like: Why 
is the wrestler’s identity so ambiguous? Why does he refuse to give 
Jacob his name? And why does Jacob assume that the wrestler is God? 
If the wrestler is God, why couldn’t he prevail against Jacob? Why 
won’t Jacob let him go? The more I’ve (pardon the pun) wrestled 
with this story the more I’ve come to believe that this story is both 
deeply symbolic and profoundly true. Let me explain what I mean. 

Imagine yourself as Jacob, alone in the dark on that night. Can you 
imagine the powerful thoughts and feelings that must have filled his 
mind and heart? The regrets for all the people he had swindled and 
cheated throughout his life, not just his brother. The fear of what the 
next day would hold for him and for his household. The uncertainty 
of his future. If Jacob is anything like us he would have wrestled with 
many things that night. And perhaps that’s the point of the story 
- that God meets Jacob in the midst of that wrestling. That God 
doesn’t destroy him for his failures, but blesses him, shaping him for 
the future. Perhaps the wounding of Jacob’s hip is the story’s way of 
saying that in God’s hands our failures and our brokenness can be a 
blessing, forcing us to be less dependent upon ourselves and our own 
scheming and more dependent upon the power of God. 

And that’s what makes this story not only deeply symbolic but also 
powerfully true, because Jacob’s experience is our experience. We’ve 
all wrestled with difficult thoughts and feelings in the dark of night, 
and sometimes even in the light of day. We wrestle with our faults 
and failures. We wrestle with our hurts and our fears. We wrestle 
with sorrow and uncertainty. But God meets us in our wrestling. 
And in that wrestling God doesn’t pin us to the mat to punish us; 
God meets us where we are. And like Jacob we discover in our 
wrestling that in God’s hands our failures and our brokenness can 
be a blessing, making us less dependent upon ourselves and more 
dependent upon God.
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GENESIS 32:22-30
Jacob and his brother Esau had gotten into a very serious argument 
many years ago. Jacob stole Esau’s birthright, something that was 
considered to be a very important blessing. Esau was angry, and 
wanted to kill Jacob, so Jacob ran away. In our story today, many 
years later, Jacob is about to see Esau again, after many years apart. 
But Esau is bringing 400 people with him, and Jacob is scared.
During the night, Jacob meets a man who wrestles with him, and 
eventually injure’s Jacob’s leg. Jacob asks the man his name, but the 
man does not tell him. Jacob thinks this man is God, and he demands 
a blessing, which the man gives him.

TALK ABOUT THIS ...
What does it mean to wrestle with God? Is wrestling only about 
physical combat? Or can you wrestle with ideas? Can a difficult 
conversation feel like wrestling sometimes?
Does God want us to wrestle, even with our ideas about God? Is it 
okay to ask questions and have different opinions about God?
Does Jacob’s leg get injured because God wants to hurt him? Or 
could Jacob’s new limp show Jacob how he needs to be more humble 
when he sees his brother? Is there anything in your life that needs to 
change in order for you to be a better you?
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THIS WEEK’S THEMES:
WONDER:
Is it okay to have lots of questions about
God, and to ask them all the time?
Does God encourage those questions?

PROGRESS:
What happens when we ask questions?
Does it help us grow, and learn new things?
Will we ever stop learning new things about God? 

CHARACTER:
Is it okay to make mistakes sometimes?
Does God still want us to be a part of the story?

FAITH5 ... A BEDTIME ROUTINE FOR FAMILIES

SHARE your highs and lows from the day. READ the Bible story.
TALK about how the Bible story relates to your highs and lows.
PRAY for one another’s highs and lows, and BLESS one another.

MORE INFORMATION:  faith5.org
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