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“Joseph: Wrestling in Faith” 

 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God who listens to and answers the prayers of believers. Amen. 

 

Fellow people who pray to God, do you pray a lot or a little? What’s your style? Do you do short 

prayers or long prayers? Do you have a schedule, or do you pray depending on the day and the 

time and the events? 

We’re talking about an intense prayer today, Jacob praying to God in the form of a wrestling 

match. To better appreciate Jacob’s prayer, and to learn what it means to pray the way Jacob 

did, we need to string together the events leading up to Jacob’s prayer.  

In our first lesson, we had the account of Isaac and Rebekah being blessed by God with twin 

boys. Esau came out first – and he was very red and hairy (even as a baby!) and that’s where 

they got his name from – Esau means “hairy” and his nickname Edom means “red.” His younger 

twin was also named based on his characteristics – in this case, not flattering. The unique thing 

about the other twin was that his hand was grabbing onto Esau’s heal. They named him Jacob, 

which means “heel” because he was grabbing his brother’s heel.  

In the second half of the first lesson, we see Jacob living up to his name – trying to trip up and 

take advantage of his brother. Esau came in exhausted and famished from a trip out in the 

fields. Instead of loving and caring for his brother Esau, Jacob, who had a hot, tasty pot of stew 

on the fire, said, “First sell me your birthright.” Jacob was trying to take a major advantage of 

his starving hungry brother! A bowl of soup for a birthright? That makes those seedy, high-

interest money lending places seem reasonable at 18% or so! But Esau was hungry, and didn’t 

care that much what he said, so they made the deal. Jacob was trying to get things by his own 

methods instead of trusting God, and it was just building up into trouble. 

In our second lesson, Jacob lives up to his name again – trying to trip up and take advantage of 

his brother Esau. This time, the stakes were the fatherly, end-of-life blessing from their father. 

This was a one-time, very special thing, and Jacob wanted it. With the encouragement and help 

of his mother, he even got dressed up in a costume to be hairy like his brother – which, as a side 

note, is insane that Esau was so hairy that goat skin felt the same to Isaac’s touch. Jacob 

succeeded. He tricked his father and stole Esau’s blessing. Again, Jacob was trying to get things 

by his own methods instead of trusting God, and it was building up into real trouble now. 

 We’ve got to take a break of Jacob’s story. Let’s talk about you. When have you been a Jacob and 

tried to handle things your own way, and not God’s way? Maybe Jacob’s situation is very similar 

– maybe you and your own brother have had a hard time getting along. Maybe you’ve got hopes 

and dreams and things that you think you can accomplish and make a difference in this 

community, a positive difference – and you’ve fallen into thinking that the end result justifies 

doing some wrong or conniving or manipulative to get what you want. Has it happened that 

you’ve been tempted to bend the law, ignore the law, to get what you need, instead of trusting 

that God will supply you as he promised?  

Let’s get back to Jacob’s story, and see what he earned for himself with his manipulation and 

trickery. When Esau found out what he had done, Esau swore to himself that he would kill 

Jacob as soon as their father died. Esau must not have kept his anger as much of a secret, 

because Rebekah, their mother, found out, warned Jacob, and Jacob ran away to be safe.  



Jacob ran off to the land of his relatives, and stayed with his uncle Laban. Deceitfulness ran in 

the family, apparently, because Laban gave Jacob all kinds of trouble. Jacob wanted to marry 

Laban’s daughter Rachel, and agreed to spend 7 years working for it as the dowry. After 7 years, 

Laban took advantage of the thick veils and swapped daughters on him – giving him the older 

daughter, Leah, who Laban was having a hard time marrying off. But Laban said after another 7 

years, he could also have Rachel. What a mess! Then for 6 more years, Laban kept changing 

Jacob’s wages, in order to give him a worse amount of pay – but whatever color of sheep or goats 

Laban said was now going to be Jacob’s pay, God had more of those color born, and made Jacob 

rich, in spite of Laban’s plans. After 20 years, God told Jacob it was time to pack up and return to 

the land of Canaan, so he did.  

Jacob was nervous. The closer they got to the land of Canaan, the more nervous he got. The last 

time he had seen his brother, his brother was plotting to kill him, and now, not only did Jacob 

have his own life to worry about, but he had a large family he loved and cared about too, plus all 

his flocks and herds. His scout let him know that Esau was coming to meet him near the 

border…and that Esau had 400 men with him. Jacob sent some large gifts ahead to Esau. He 

split his stuff up into two groups, thinking that if one was attacked, the other group might flee 

to safety, but he sent them across the river, from which escape would be difficult and slow, and 

Jacob stayed behind by himself because he knew – his small strategy wasn’t going to make the 

difference. With 400 men, he was entirely at Esau’s mercy, and Jacob had learned his lesson. He 

needed God, plain and simple. He went to God in prayer, and what a prayer it was. 

What a prayer it was! God came in the form of a man and literally wrestled with Jacob all night 

long. And Jacob wouldn’t give up. In fact, we’re told, “When the man saw that he could not 

defeat him, he said let me go.” What? God couldn’t beat Jacob in a wrestling match? Why not? 

Obviously, God’s might and power weren’t the issue. But God let Jacob struggle and win the 

wrestling match – even after a display of God’s power, to dislocate the hip with a touch. God 

wanted Jacob to struggle and to trust. So what was it that Jacob was fighting for and demanding 

from God? Why wouldn’t Jacob let go, even though he now had a dislocated hip? “I will not let 

you go unless you bless me.” Jacob wanted, and demanded God’s blessing! 

That’s a bold and confident prayer, in fact, so bold and so confident that you might be even 

afraid to go to God in the same way. “I won’t let you go unless you bless me!” Guess what? You 

can go to God in prayer with the very same boldness and confidence. Jesus said, “Ask in my 

name, and it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.” Again, Jesus said, “Ask, and it will be 

given to you. Seek, and you will find. Knock, and the door will be opened to you.”  

But let’s balance that out, otherwise we’ll be left with a god who like the genie in Aladdin’s lamp. 

Why could Jacob expect God’s blessing? Why would Jacob think that a manipulative, deceitful, 

polygamist like him had any business being blessed by God? Because God had told him so. 

Because God had promised him blessings. Because God had told him to go back to the land of 

Canaan, and so Jacob, who had been taught by God to trust God, demanded God’s gracious 

blessing, and he could only do it on the basis of God’s own grace and promises. Why can you 

expect God’s blessings? Why would a person like you, who has failed to follow God’s standards, 

who have gotten yourself into trouble, expect that God would bless you? Because God promised 

you that in the book he wrote for you. God promised you that he loves you and sent a Savior for 

you and that he intends to bless you and keep and make his face shine upon you and be gracious 

to you and give you peace. You can hold God to his promises and expect blessings for one 

reason: God is gracious. 

God signified the change he had worked in Jacob’s life with a big step: he changed Jacob’s name. 

Jacob’s birth name was a reminder of the way he lived his life before, trying to trip up and take 



advantage of other people. Now, God made his name “Israel,” which means to contend or to 

persevere. Jacob persevered – he struggled but got through it – when he trusted God. Jacob’s 

new name would be a reminded of living his life the right way. 

And so, as the sun broke over the horizon, an exhausted Jacob made his way across the river to 

go and meet with his brother Esau. He was limping, because his hip was dislocated. Escaping 

any sort of attack was out of the question, being tired and crippled, but, Israel had God’s 

blessing, so he was ready. 

God did the same thing for you. He gave you some new names when he gave you faith. Saint – 

you’re a holy person, washed clean by Jesus’ blood, holy in God’s sight. Child of God – not just by 

creation, but also adopted into God spiritual family. Heir of Eternal Life – adopted fully, written 

into the will and everything, you will inherit a home, which is heaven. 

Let those names for you be a reminder why you can pray to God with confidence. You’re 

praying on the basis of what you deserve. You are not praying to God on the basis of you were. 

You are praying to God with boldness and confidence on the basis of you God made you. He 

made you holy through the blood of his Son. He made you his own child, brining you into his 

family, all the way in, so that you are an heir of eternal life with a home waiting for you in God’s 

heaven.  

So what do I want you to take from this sermon? Pray to God boldly and confidently, holding 

God to keep his promises to you. Don’t give in to the lie that you can handle things on your own 

without God’s help – that doesn’t work. The way people mess up even the little things is proof 

that we can’t be trusted to guide our own lives. Don’t give in, either, to despair, “Would God 

really keep such great promises for a person like me?” Yes. Yes he will. God forgave Jacob’s sins 

and blessed him. God forgave your sins and blesses you too, through God’s greatest promise, the 

descendant of Jacob, who is Jesus your Savior. Pray with boldness and confidence to your God, 

because you, like Israel, have been given a new name by God to mark the new life that you have 

in him. Amen. 

 

Text: Genesis 32:22-32 

Jacob is preparing to meet his brother Esau for the first time in decades – the brother who had threatened to 

kill him. Jacob spends the night, not manipulating events, but wrestling with God in prayer. 

During the night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two slave women, and his eleven sons, and 

crossed the ford of Jabbok.23 He took them and sent them across the stream, along with all his 

possessions. 
24 Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until daybreak.25 When the man saw that he 

could not defeat him, he struck Jacob’s hip socket as they wrestled and dislocated his hip. 26 Then he 

said to Jacob, “Let me go, for it is daybreak.” 

But Jacob said, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” 
27 “What is your name?” the man asked. 

“Jacob,” he replied. 
28 “Your name will no longer be Jacob,” he said. “It will be Israel because you have struggled with 

God and with men and have prevailed.” 
29 Then Jacob asked him, “Please tell me your name.” 

But he answered, “Why do you ask my name?” And he blessed him there. 



30 Jacob then named the place Peniel, “For I have seen God face to face,” he said, “yet my life has been 

spared.” 31 The sun shone on him as he passed by Penuel—limping because of his hip. 32 That is why, 

still today, the Israelites don’t eat the thigh muscle that is at the hip socket: because he struck Jacob’s 

hip socket at the thigh muscle. 

 


