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Genesis 32:9-12, 22-32 “Severe Mercy” December 6, 2015 

NT Lesson: 1 Peter 1:3-9  Brian M. Sandifer 

When Christians in their weakness cling to God and his promises, they can face any opponent—from 

heaven or earth—as people transformed by God’s powerful, effectual, and even painful mercy in Christ. 

Introduction – Sheldon Vanauken’s book A Severe Mercy. 

Background – Remember Jacob had deceived his father Isaac into giving him the birthright and blessing 

that would have belonged to his brother Esau. Esau planned to kill him so Jacob fled the country. Due to 

his guilt, Jacob is still estranged geographically from the Promised Land and relationally from his brother. 

Now, after 20 years of exile, he is returning to his brother Esau and the land of his fathers. But his heart is 

not changed. So God confronts Jacob to spiritually transform his fear and pride into trust and humility. 

I. Estranged from God 

A. A desperate prayer (vv. 9-12) 

Here is the first time the Bible records Jacob praying. His prayer (the longest in Genesis) is the heart 

of the first section of this narrative (vv. 1-21). It is a model prayer of distress in the form of a 

penitential psalm. Address to God (v. 9); rehearsal of God’s gracious favor to Jacob (v. 10); petition 

for deliverance from Esau (v. 11a); complaint that God should answer because Jacob is helpless (v. 

11b); reminder to God of his promise to treat Jacob well and fulfill his covenant promises (v. 12). 

“This Jordan” identifies the Jabbok as an extension of the Jordan River, probably signifying that 

Jacob sees himself on the verge, but still on the outside, of the Promised Land of God. 

B. Left all alone (vv. 22-24a) 

After sending his servants ahead with his gifts for Esau, Jacob took all his household and the rest of 

his possessions, and sent them across the ford of the Jabbok. At this point in the night, Jacob had sent 

literally everything and everyone ahead of him. Thus Jacob was left all alone. He must encounter God 

alone, without provision or protection. (Note this is an important spiritual principle for how every 

single person must encounter God.)  

II. Wrestling with God 

A. The match (vv. 24b-25) 

How does Jacob encounter God? A mysterious “man” jumps him in the dark, initiating the encounter. 

And so an all-night wrestling match begins. Jacob feared he might lose everything and everyone dear 

to him. Now all he has left is God’s promised blessing. And he will never ever let that go. For if 

Jacob does not have the Lord of the covenant blessing, then he has nothing. But if he doesn’t let go of 

the Lord of blessing, then he has all he needs. While Jacob stands to lose everything, he holds on to 

the only one who is able to bless him. And hold on he does!  

B. The divine “touch” (v. 25) 

When the sun rose the “man” saw that he did not prevail against his wrestling partner. Jacob was still 

persevering, refusing to give up. So the “man” touched Jacob’s hip socket, dislocating the hip, the 

wrestler’s pivot of strength. This “touch” highlights the strength of the “man.” It normally takes a lot 

of force to dislocate a hip. This supernatural “touch” (the same word is elsewhere translated “strike,” 

cf. 2 Sam 5:8; Job 1:19) is nevertheless a crippling blow to Jacob. Thus the wrestling match ends 

when through an act of severe mercy Jacob’s natural strength shrivels. At dawn it begins to dawn on 

Jacob who struck him—God himself! 
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III. Clinging to God 

A. For the blessing (v. 26) 

As dawn was breaking, God commands Jacob to let him go since the cover of darkness was lifting. 

Jacob replies that he will not let go until the “man” blesses him. What kind of blessing does Jacob 

want? Beforehand Jacob had “wrestled” with God in prayer, now he acts out his prayer. What did 

Jacob pray for? God’s favor despite his own unworthiness. Jacob knew he didn’t deserve the blessing 

of God’s covenant promise—to deliver him from his enemies, to show him gracious love and 

kindness, and to multiply his descendants as heirs of the promise. Therefore Jacob’s struggle was a 

matter of holding onto God in his weakness through desperate prayer (cf. Hos 12:3-5). 

B. For his face (vv. 27-30) 

1. When God asked Jacob to give his name, Jacob knew he was cornered. Jacob had to admit his 

devious past: that he lied to his father Isaac, swindled his brother Esau out of the birthright, and 

ran away from his family, his homeland, and his God. God was purging Jacob of his former 

identity by giving him a new name—Israel, meaning “he strives with God.” 

2. Jacob’s experience was surely intimate, eye-opening, and life-changing. For Jacob 

understood that normally to see God “face to face” is to meet one’s death. Yet because of God’s 

steadfast love and kindness, Jacob’s life has been delivered. So he named the place “Peniel” 

which means “face of God,” memorializing the plot of ground where he wrestled with God, clung 

to God, saw God’s face, and limped away a changed man. 

C. For the limp (vv. 31-32) 

So when the sun rose on Peniel, Jacob passed by, but limping because of his injured hip. His 

encounter with God has left him permanently changed—physically disabled and spiritually enabled. 

The limp reminds Jacob he is powerless and dependent when faced with God. The night of Jacob’s 

fear is transformed into the day of Jacob’s hope. The limp is the spiritual posture of the saint. When I 

am weak, then I am strong (2 Cor 12:10). Believers gain the victory, but it is a crippling victory. In 

this way we are humbled and thus give glory to God. 

Conclusion – This story of Israel wrestling God should remind us of Jesus who is the True Israel, the one 

who strove with God and men and ultimately prevailed. Jacob’s wrestling match is but a shadow of 

Christ’s wrestling with God on the cross. But what hope is there when you and I let go, when our strength 

fails. Jesus is our hope! How? Jesus did merit God’s blessing, and when he wrestled with God in prayer 

on the cross, he was not delivered so you would be. Through his weakness others are made strong. Jacob 

walked away with a limp even though he had seen God face to face—a divine encounter that should have 

left him dead. Jesus died on the cross while his Father turned his face away. Jesus agonized for a divine 

encounter that should have brought him life. Yet through his death Jesus prevailed. Jacob struggled with 

and clung to God that his own sins might be forgiven, his own fears might be calmed, and that God might 

look upon him with favor. Jesus struggled with and clung to God that our sins might be forgiven, our 

fears might be calmed, and that God might look up on us with favor. And Jesus even walked away with 

his limp: with power, glory, and resurrection life, but also with wounds in his hands and side! Through 

the triumph of Christ believers also prevail. Through your weakness you move from wrestling with God 

to clinging to God, which makes you strong in Christ. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Gen 32:1 ~y h il{a/ y kea]l .m ; Ab- W[G > p.YIw : AKr >d:l . %l ;h ' bqo [] y :w> And Jacob went on his way, then 
the angels of God met him. 

 

Gen 32:2 ar "q.YIw : h z< ~y h il {a/ h nE x]m; ~ a'r " r v,a]K; b qo[]y :  r m,aYO w:  
p ~y In"x]m;  aWh h ; ~ AqM ' h ;-~ve 

When Jacob saw them he said, 
“This is God’s camp!”  So he called 
the name of that place Mahanaim. 

 

Gen 32:3 r y [if e h c'r >a; wy xia' wf ' [e-l a, wy n"p'l . ~y kia'l .m; bqo[]y : xl ;v.YI w: 
~Ada/ h dEf . 

And Jacob sent messengers 
before him to Esau his brother in 
the land of Seir in the country of 
Edom, 

 

Gen 32:4 r m;a' h Ko wf ' [el . y nIdoal ;  !Wr m.ato  h Ko r moal e ~t'ao w c;y >w:  
h T'['-d[; r x;ae w" y Tir >G : ! b'l '-~[i bqo[ ]y : ^D >b.[; 

commanding them, saying, “Thus 
you shall say to my lord Esau: 
Thus says your servant Jacob, ‘I 
have sojourned with Laban and 
tarried until now. 

 

Gen 32:5 dy G Ih ;l. h x'l .v.a,w"  h x'p. viw> db, [,w> !aco  r Amx]w : r Av y l i-y hiy >w: 
^y n<y [eB. !xe-a com.l i y nId o al ; 

I have oxen and donkeys, flocks, 
male servants and female 
servants.  I am sending to tell my 
lord to find favor in your eyes.’” 

 

Gen 32:6 wf '[e-l a, ^y xi a'-l a, W na B' r moal e bqo []y :-l a, ~y kia'l .M ;h ; Wbvu Y"w: 
AM [i vy ai t Aam e-[B;r >a; w> ^t. ar "q.l i %l eh o ~g:w > 

When the messengers returned to 
Jacob they said, “We had come to 
your brother Esau, and moreover 
he is coming to meet you, and 
there are 400 men with him.” 

 

Gen 32:7 ATai-r v,a] ~['h '-ta,  # x;Y:w:  Al  r c,YE w: da om. b qo []y : ar "y YIw: 
tAnx]m;  y nEv.l i ~y L im;G >h ;w>  r q'B'h ;-ta,w> !aCoh ;-t a, w> 

Then Jacob was greatly afraid and 
distressed to him.  He divided the 
people who were with him, with the 
flock and herd, and camels into 
two camps, 

 

Gen 32:8 h y"h 'w> Wh K'h iw>  tx;a;h ' h n<x]M ;h ;-l a, wf '[e  aAby "-~ ai r m,a YOw: 
h j'y l ep.l i r a'v.NIh ; h n<x] M ;h ; 

saying, “If Esau comes to one 
camp and attacks it, then the camp 
which is left will escape.” 

 

Gen 32:9 h w"h y > qx'c.y I y bia' y h el {awE ~h 'r "b.a; y bi a' y h el {a/ bqo[]y : r m,a YOw: Then Jacob said, “O God of my 
father Abraham and God of my 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

%M '[i h b'y jiy aew>  ^T.d>l ; A ml .W ^c.r > a;l . bWv y l ;ae  r meaoh ' father Isaac, O LORD who said to 
me, ‘Return to your country and to 
your relatives, that I may do good 
with you.’ 

Gen 32:10 ^D <b.[;-ta,  t'y f i[' r v,a]  tm,a/h '-l K'mi W ~y dIs 'x] h ; l Komi y Tin>jo q' 
tAnx]m;  y nEv.l i y tiy y Ih ' hT'[;w> h Z<h ; !D Er >Y:h ;-ta, y Tir >b;[' y l iq.m;b. y Ki 

I am unworthy of all the kindness 
and faithfulness which you have 
done to your servant, for with my 
staff I had passed over this Jordan, 
and now I have become two 
camps. 

 

Gen 32:11 aAby "-!P, Atao  y kinOa' a r Ey"-y Ki wf '[e d Y:m i y xia' dY:mi an" y nIl ey Cih ; 
~y nIB'-l [; ~ae y nIK ;h iw> 

Deliver me I pray from the hand of 
my brother Esau, for I fear him, 
that he may come and attack me, 
mother with children. 

 

Gen 32:12 l AxK. ^[]r >z :-ta, y Tim .f ; w> %M '[i by jiy ae b jey h e T'r >m;a' h T'a ;w> 
br ome r peS 'y I-al { r v,a] ~Y"h ; 

But you said, ‘I will surely do good 
to you, and make your offspring 
like the sand of the sea, which 
cannot be counted by reason of 
abundance.’” 

 

Gen 32:13 wf '[el . h x'n>m i Ady "b. aB' h ;-!mi xQ ;YI w: a Wh h ; h l 'y >L ;B; ~v' !l ,Y" w: 
wy xia' 

He stayed there that night, and 
took what came from his hand a 
gift for his brother Esau, 

 

Gen 32:14 ~y rIf .[, ~y l iy aew> ~y It; am'  ~y l ixer > ~y rIf .[, ~y viy "t.W ~y It;a m' ~y ZI[i 200 female goats, 20 male goats, 
200 ewes, and 20 rams, 

 

Gen 32:15 ~y rIp'W ~y [iB'r >a; t Ar P'  ~y vil {v. ~h ,y nEb.W tA qy nIy me ~y L im;G > 
h r"f '[] ~r Iy "[.w : ~y r If .[, tnOtoa] h r "f '[] 

30 milking camels with their young, 
40 cows and 10 bulls, 20 female 
donkeys and 10 male donkeys. 

 

Gen 32:16 Wr b.[i wy d"b'[ ]-l a, r m,a YO w: AD b;l . r d<[e r d<[e  wy d" b'[]-dy :B. !Te YIw: 
r d<[e !y beW r d<[e !y Be W my f iT' xw:r <w> y n: p'l . 

He gave them into the hand of his 
servants, a herd toward 
separation.  Then he said to his 
servants, “Pass over before me 
and put an interval of space 
between the herds.” 

 

Gen 32:17 r moal e ^l .aev. wI y xia'  wf ' [e ^v.G " p.y I y Ki r moal e ! A var Ih '-ta, wc ;y >w: 
^y n<p'l . h L ,ae y mil .W %l e te h n"a'w > h T'a;-y mil . 

He commanded the one in the lead 
saying, “When Esau my brother 
meets you and asks you, saying, 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

‘To whom do you belong?  Where 
are you going? And whose are 
these before you?’ 

Gen 32:18 wf '[el . y nIdoal ; h x'Wl v.  awh i h x'n>m i bqo[ ]y :l . ^D >b.[;l . T'r >m; a'w> 
Wny r Ex]a; a Wh -~g: h NEh iw> 

then say, ‘They belong to your 
servant Jacob.  It is a gift sent to 
my lord Esau.  And behold, he also 
is behind us!’” 

 

Gen 32:19 ~y kil .hoh ;-l K'-ta, ~G : y viy l iV.h ;-ta, ~G : y nIVeh ;- ta, ~G : wc;y >w: 
 wf '[e-l a, !Wr B.d:T. h Z< h ; r b'D "K; r moal e ~y r Id"[]h ' y r Ex]a; 

Atao ~k ,a]c; moB. 

Then he also commanded the 
second and the third and all who 
walked behind the herds, saying, 
“You say these same words to 
Esau when you find him.” 

 

Gen 32:20 h r"P.k;a ] r m;a'-y Ki Wny r Ex]a; bqo []y : ^D >b.[ ; h NEh i  ~G : ~T,r >m; a]w: 
 y l ;Wa wy n"p' h a ,r >a, !ke- y rEx]a;w > y n"p'l . tk,l ,h oh ; h x'n>M iB; wy n"p' 

y n"p' aF'y I 

And you shall say, “Moreover, 
behold, your servant Jacob is 
behind us.”  For he said, “I may 
appease his face with the gift that 
goes before my face, and thus 
afterward when I see his face, 
perhaps he will accept my face.” 

NET  tn Heb "for he said." 

The referent (Jacob) has 
been specified in the 
translation for clarity. The 

Hebrew word l qem ; (maqel), 

traditionally represents 
Jacob's thought or 
reasoning, and is therefore 
translated "thought." 
 
NET tn Heb "I will appease 
his face." The cohortative 
here expresses Jacob's 
resolve. In the Book of 
Leviticus the Hebrew verb 
translated "appease" has the 
idea of removing anger due 
to sin or guilt, a nuance that 
fits this passage very well. 
Jacob wanted to buy Esau 
off with a gift of more than 
five hundred and fifty 
animals. 
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Gen 32:21 h n<x]M ;B; aWh h ;-h l 'y >L ;B; !l ' aWh w> wy n"P'-l [; h x'n > M ih ; r bo[]T;w: So the gift passed over in front of 
him, and he himself stayed that 
night in the camp. 

 

Gen 32:22 wy t'xop.vi y Tev.-t a,w> wy v' n" y Tev.-ta, xQ ; YIw:  aWh  h l'y >L ;B; ~q'Y" w: 
qBoy : r b;[]m; t ae r bo[] Y:w:  wy d"l 'y > r f '[' dx;a;-ta ,w> 

On that night he arose and took his 
two wives, his two female 
servants, and his eleven children 
and passed over the ford of the 
Jabbok. 

tn The Hebrew term used 

here is dl ,y < (yeled) which 

typically describes male 
offspring. Some translations 
render the term "children" but 
this is a problem because by 
this time Jacob had twelve 
children in all, including one 
daughter, Dinah, born to 
Leah (Gen 30:21). Benjamin, 
his twelfth son and thirteenth 
child, was not born until later 
(Gen 35:16–19). 

Gen 32:23 Al -r v,a]-ta, r be[] Y:w:  l x;N"h ;-ta, ~r Ebi []Y: w: ~xeQ ' YIw: He took them and caused them to 
pass over the stream, and that 
which belonged to him. 

 

Gen 32:24 r x;V'h ; tAl [] d[; AM [i  vy ai qbea 'YE w: AD b;l . b qo[]y : r teW"Y Iw: And Jacob was left alone, and a 
man wrestled with him until the 
dawn went up. 

 

Gen 32:25 bqo[]y : %r <y <-@K; [q ;Tew: A kr Ey>-@k;B. [G :YI w: Al  l koy "  al { y Ki ar >Y: w: 
AM [i Aqb .a'h eB. 

When the man saw that he could 
not prevail against him, he struck 
his hip socket so that his hip was 
dislocated as Jacob wrestled with 
him. 

NET tn Or "injured"; 
traditionally "touched." The 
Hebrew verb translated 
"struck" has the primary 
meanings "to touch; to reach; 
to strike." It can, however, 
carry the connotation "to 
harm; to molest; to injure." 
God's "touch" cripples Jacob 
– it would be comparable to a 
devastating blow. 

Gen 32:26 y Ki ^x]L ev;a] al { r m,a YOw:  r x;V'h ; h l '[' y Ki y nIxeL .v; r m,aY Ow: 
y nIT'k.r :Be-~ai 

Then the man said, “Let me go for 
the dawn has gone up.”  But he 
replied, “I will not let you go unless 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

you bless me.” 

Gen 32:27 bqo[]y : r m,a YOw:  ^m,V .-h m;  wy l 'ae r m,a YOw: So the man asked him, “What is 
your name?”  He replied, “Jacob.” 

 

Gen 32:28 t'y rIf '-y Ki l aer "f .y I-~ai y Ki ^m.v i dA[  r mea'y E b qo[]y : al { r m, aYOw : 
l k'WTw: ~y vin" a]-~[i w> ~y h il {a/-~[i 

Then he said, “Not again will your 
name be called Jacob, but Israel, 
because you have struggled with 
God and with men and have 
prevailed.” 

 

Gen 32:29 h Z< h M 'l ' r m,aYOw:  ^m, v. aN"-h d"y G Ih ; r m,aYO w: bq o[] y : l a;v.YIw: 
~v' Ata o %r <b'y >w: y mi v.l i l a;v.Ti 

Then Jacob asked, saying “Please 
tell your name.”  But he replied, 
“Why do you ask this regarding my 
name?”  Then he blessed him 
there. 

 

Gen 32:30 ~y nIP' ~y h il {a/ y tiy air "-y Ki l aey nIP. ~ AqM 'h ; ~ve bqo[]y : ar "q. YIw: 
y vip.n: l ceN"T iw: ~y nI P'-l a, 

So Jacob called the name of the 
place Peniel: “For I have seen God 
face to face and my life has been 
delivered. 

 

Gen 32:31 Akr Ey >-l [; [:l eco a Wh w> l aeWn P.-ta, r b; [' r v,a]K;  vm,V,h ; Al -xr :z> YIw: And the sun rose upon him as he 
passed over Penuel, and he 
limped on his hip. 

Penuel is an alternate 
spelling for Peniel. 

Gen 32:32 @K;-l [; r v,a] h v,N "h ; dy G I-ta, l aer "f .y I-y nEb. Wl k. ay O-al { !Ke-l [; 
h v,N"h ; dy gIB. bqo[ ]y : %r <y <-@k;B. [g:n " y Ki h Z<h ; ~A Yh ; d[; %r E Y"h ; 

Therefore the people of Israel do 
not eat the sinew of the thigh that 
is on the hip, even until this day, 
because the socket of Jacob’s hip 
was struck on the sinew of the 
thigh. 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Genesis 32:1-32 (verse summary) 

V1. After Jacob and Laban departed from each other, God’s angels met Jacob on his way. 

V2. When Jacob saw the angels he declared the place must be God’s camp, so he named it 

Mahanaim. 

V3. Then Jacob sent his messengers to go before him to his brother Esau who lived in the land of 

Seir in the country of Edom. 

V4. Jacob instructed his messengers to tell Esau that Jacob your servant has sojourned with 

Laban until now. 

V5. Jacob instructed his messengers to tell Esau that Jacob has oxen, donkeys, flocks, male and 

female servants, and to tell Jacob’s lord Esau in order that him might look favorably upon Jacob. 

V6. When Jacob’s messengers returned from meeting with Esau, they told Jacob that his brother 

is coming to meet him with 400 men. 

V7. Jacob was so afraid and distressed by this news that he divided his camp in two camps, 

dividing people, flocks, herds, and camels. 

V8. Jacob reasoned if Esau attacks one camps then the other camp will escape. 

V9. Then Jacob prayed to the LORD, the God of his fathers Abraham and Isaac, calling upon the 

LORD’s promise to do Jacob good if he would return to his country and family. 

V10. Jacob admitted to God that he is not worthy of any of God’s loving and faithful deeds 

shown to his servant Jacob, recounted as Jacob first crossing the Jordan river with only a walking 

staff and now having become two camps. 

V11. Jacob prayed to God for deliverance from his brother Esau because Jacob feared Esau will 

attack the mothers with their children in Jacob’s camp. 

V12. Jacob pled for God to be faithful to his covenant promise to do good to Jacob and make his 

descendants an innumerable multitude like the sand of the sea. 

V13. So Jacob stayed the night in that place, and from all his possessions he took a gift for his 

brother Esau. 

V14. That gift constituted 200 female goats, 20 male goats, 200 ewes, and 20 rams. 

V15. That gift also included 30 milking camels and their calves, 40 cows, 10 bulls, 20 female 

donkeys, and 10 male donkeys. 

V16. Then he delivered the whole gift, separated by drove, to his servants, and instructed them to 

go ahead of Jacob and put a gap between each drove. 
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V17. Jacob instructed the first servant to reply when Esau Jacob’s brother meets and asks the 

servant to whom he belongs, where he is going, and whose are these animals ahead of you. 

V18. Jacob’s first servant is to reply to Esau’s questions that all in the drove belong to Jacob who 

has given them as a gift to his lord Esau, and that Jacob is coming from behind. 

V19. Jacob also instructed the second and third servants, and all who followed the animal droves, 

to answer Esau’s questions the same way. 

V20. Jacob instructed them all to tell Esau that his servant Jacob is coming from behind, because 

Jacob thought perhaps he might appease Esau with the gifts send ahead, so when Jacob finally 

sees Esau face to face, he might win Esau’s acceptance. 

V21. Then Jacob’s gift passed on before him, but Jacob stayed that night in the camp. 

V22. The same night Jacob woke up and took his family (his two wives, his two concubines, and 

his eleven children) across the ford of the Jabbok. 

V23. Jacob sent them across the stream along with everything else he possessed. 

V24. Thus Jacob was left completely alone, and a “man” wrestled with Jacob until the dawn. 

V25. When the “man” saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck Jacob’s hip socket so 

that his hip was disjointed as they wrestled each other. 

V26. Then the “man” commanded Jacob to let him go since the sun had dawned, but Jacob said 

he would not let him go until the “man” blessed him. 

V27. So the “man” asked for his name, and he replied “Jacob.” 

V28. Then the “man” said his name will not be “Jacob” anymore, but from now on “Israel” 

because he had prevailed in striving with God and men. 

V29. Then Jacob asked the “man’s” name, but the “man” asked Jacob in return why he would 

ask for his name, and there the “man” blessed Jacob. 

V30. So Jacob named that place where they wrestled Peniel, explaining that he had seen God 

face to face there, and yet his life had been delivered. 

V31. The sun rose upon Jacob as he passed Penuel, limping along because of his hip. 

V32. The narrator explains it is for this reason that until this day the people of Israel do not sinew 

of the thigh on the hip socket, since God touched Jacob’s hip socket on the sinew of the thigh. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Genesis 32:1-32 (full) 

I. Jacob lets go of the fruit of God’s blessing, offering it to Esau for peace (vv. 1-21) 

a. Jacob’s encounter with angels in God’s camp (vv. 1-2) 

i. V1. After Jacob and Laban departed from each other, God’s angels met Jacob 

on his way. 

ii. V2. When Jacob saw the angels he declared the place must be God’s camp, so 

he named it Mahanaim. 

b. Jacob sends emissaries to Esau (vv. 3-5) 

i. V3. Then Jacob sent his messengers to go before him to his brother Esau who 

lived in the land of Seir in the country of Edom. 

ii. V4. Jacob instructed his messengers to tell Esau that Jacob your servant has 

sojourned with Laban until now. 

iii. V5. Jacob instructed his messengers to tell Esau that Jacob has oxen, donkeys, 

flocks, male and female servants, and to tell Jacob’s lord Esau in order that 

him might look favorably upon Jacob. 

c. Jacob fears Esau and thus makes plans to protect his camp from attack (vv. 6-8) 

i. V6. When Jacob’s messengers returned from meeting with Esau, they told 

Jacob that his brother is coming to meet him with 400 men. 

ii. V7. Jacob was so afraid and distressed by this news that he divided his camp 

in two camps, dividing people, flocks, herds, and camels. 

iii. V8. Jacob reasoned if Esau attacks one camps then the other camp will 

escape. 

d. Jacob’s prayer for deliverance and for God’s covenant blessing (vv. 9-12) 

i. V9. Then Jacob prayed to the LORD, the God of his fathers Abraham and 

Isaac, calling upon the LORD’s promise to do Jacob good if he would return 

to his country and family. 

ii. V10. Jacob admitted to God that he is not worthy of any of God’s loving and 

faithful deeds shown to his servant Jacob, recounted as Jacob first crossing the 

Jordan river with only a walking staff and now having become two camps. 

iii. V11. Jacob prayed to God for deliverance from his brother Esau because 

Jacob feared Esau will attack the mothers with their children in Jacob’s camp. 
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iv. V12. Jacob pled for God to be faithful to his covenant promise to do good to 

Jacob and make his descendants an innumerable multitude like the sand of the 

sea. 

e. Jacob’s sends ahead a peace offering gift to his lord Esau (vv. 13-21) 

i. V13. So Jacob stayed the night in that place, and from all his possessions he 

took a gift for his brother Esau. 

ii. V14. That gift constituted 200 female goats, 20 male goats, 200 ewes, and 20 

rams. 

iii. V15. That gift also included 30 milking camels and their calves, 40 cows, 10 

bulls, 20 female donkeys, and 10 male donkeys. 

iv. V16. Then he delivered the whole gift, separated by drove, to his servants, and 

instructed them to go ahead of Jacob and put a gap between each drove. 

v. V17. Jacob instructed the first servant to reply when Esau Jacob’s brother 

meets and asks the servant to whom he belongs, where he is going, and whose 

are these animals ahead of you. 

vi. V18. Jacob’s first servant is to reply to Esau’s questions that all in the drove 

belong to Jacob who has given them as a gift to his lord Esau, and that Jacob 

is coming from behind. 

vii. V19. Jacob also instructed the second and third servants, and all who followed 

the animal droves, to answer Esau’s questions the same way. 

viii. V20. Jacob instructed them all to tell Esau that his servant Jacob is coming 

from behind, because Jacob thought perhaps he might appease Esau with the 

gifts send ahead, so when Jacob finally sees Esau face to face, he might win 

Esau’s acceptance. 

ix. V21. Then Jacob’s gift passed on before him, but Jacob stayed that night in 

the camp. 

II. Jacob does not let go of God, desiring the Lord of the blessing (vv. 22-32) 

a. Jacob sends ahead his family and remaining possessions (vv. 22-24a) 

i. V22. The same night Jacob woke up and took his family (his two wives, his 

two concubines, and his eleven children) across the ford of the Jabbok. 

ii. V23. Jacob sent them across the stream along with everything else he 

possessed. 

iii. V24a. Thus Jacob was left completely alone. 
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b. Jacob wrestles with God for a blessing (vv. 24b-30) 

i. V24b. A “man” wrestled with Jacob until the dawn. 

ii. V25. When the “man” saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck 

Jacob’s hip socket so that his hip was disjointed as they wrestled each other. 

iii. V26. Then the “man” commanded Jacob to let him go since the sun had 

dawned, but Jacob said he would not let him go until the “man” blessed him. 

iv. V27. So the “man” asked for his name, and he replied “Jacob.” 

v. V28. Then the “man” said his name will not be “Jacob” anymore, but from 

now on “Israel” because he had prevailed in striving with God and men. 

vi. V29. Then Jacob asked the “man’s” name, but the “man” asked Jacob in 

return why he would ask for his name, and there the “man” blessed Jacob. 

vii. V30. So Jacob named that place where they wrestled Peniel, explaining that 

he had seen God face to face there, and yet his life had been delivered. 

c. Jacob’s limps away from his encounter with God, having been blessed (vv. 31-32) 

i. V31. The sun rose upon Jacob as he passed Penuel, limping along because of 

his hip. 

ii. V32. The narrator explains it is for this reason that until this day the people of 

Israel do not sinew of the thigh on the hip socket, since God touched Jacob’s 

hip socket on the sinew of the thigh. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Genesis 32:1-32 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: As Jacob returns from living under his father-in-law Laban’s lordship, he 

fears his brother Esau may kill him for stealing the first-born birthright, so he plans to offer his 

submission and a substantial livestock gift to Esau.  Although Jacob is willing to give up the fruit 

of God’s blessing for peace with Esau, he is not willing to let go of God, and so Jacob wrestles 

with God one lonely night because he desires the Lord of the blessing. 

I. Jacob lets go of the fruit of God’s blessing, offering it to Esau for peace (vv. 1-21) 

a. Jacob’s encounter with angels in God’s camp (vv. 1-2) 

b. Jacob sends emissaries to Esau (vv. 3-5) 

c. Jacob fears Esau and thus makes plans to protect his camp from attack (vv. 6-8) 

d. Jacob’s prayer for deliverance and for God’s covenant blessing (vv. 9-12) 

e. Jacob’s sends ahead a peace offering gift to his lord Esau (vv. 13-21) 

II. Jacob does not let go of God, desiring the Lord of the blessing (vv. 22-32) 

a. Jacob sends ahead his family and remaining possessions (vv. 22-24a) 

b. Jacob wrestles with God for a blessing (vv. 24b-30) 

c. Jacob’s limps away from his encounter with God, having been blessed (vv. 31-32) 
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5 Theological Outline – Genesis 32:1-32 

Theological Proposition: When Christians are secure in knowing they have the blessing of the 

Covenant LORD, they are free to hold loosely to the fruit of God’s blessing to seek relational 

peace among God’s people. 

I. Christians are free to hold loosely to the fruit of God’s blessing to seek relational peace 

among God’s people (vv. 1-21) 

II. Christians are secure in knowing they have the blessing of the Covenant LORD because 

“Israel” has wrestled with God and men, and has prevailed (vv. 22-32) 
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6 Notes on Genesis 32:1-32 

1. Possible NT readings.  Mt 5:1-12; Lk 6:27-36; Tit 3:3-8; 1 Pet 1:3-9; Rev 3:14-22 

2. Children’s Sermon.  Challenge a few kids to an arm wrestling contest.  Let each kid think he 

is going to win but don’t let him, finally after a struggle pin the kid with ease.  While each 

wrestling contest is happening, turn to the other children and explain the story of Jacob 

wrestling a mysterious man whom he eventually discovered was God himself.  Then when 

the story is done, sit the children down and explain how God wants us to cling to him for his 

blessing, for a glimpse of him, and for the limp that he gives us that reminds of our weakness 

and dependence on him.  Pray for the kids and dismiss them to their seats. 

3. Focus on verses 22-32 as the passages narrating Jacob’s encounter with God.  Verses 1-21 

may be read and used during the sermon to provide context. 

4. This is an important episode in the history of God’s redemptive plan.  Jacob is renamed 

“Israel” by God because he has striven with God and man, and has prevailed.  Israel means 

“he strives with God”.  Jacob’s exile from his father’s land to the land of Paddan-aram, the 

land of his near relatives who are not heirs of the Abrahamic covenant, comes to an end.  But 

there is danger.  Jacob remembers his brother Esau’s wrath when he fled 20 years earlier.  Is 

Esau still angry with Jacob for stealing the first-born birthright?  Jacob is willing to give 

everything he owns to Esau as a peace offering.  Jacob is even willing to live in submission 

to Esau, calling his older brother “my lord.”  Thus he sends all his belongings and household 

ahead of him as his camp approaches Esau, until Jacob is left totally alone.  That night Jacob 

wrestles a “man” until daybreak because he seeks the blessing of God.  Jacob will not give 

up.  He will not let go until his mysterious opponent gives him the blessing of God.  Finally 

the “man” strikes Jacob’s hip dislocating his socket and leaving Jacob with a limp.  Yet the 

“man” leaves Jacob with the covenant blessing of the Abrahamic promise, and give Jacob a 

new name: “Israel” because Jacob had striven with God and men and prevailed.  Thus Jacob, 

all alone and stripped down to just himself, knew he had encountered God in his mysterious 

wrestling match in the dark. 

5. Vv1-2.  This verses are enigmatic and foreshadow the story to follow.  Also the terms “angels 

of God” and “God’s camp” recall Jacob’s dream and observation at Bethel being the “housed 

of God” (Gen 28:12, 17).  Mahanaim means “two camps” which foreshadows the details of 

this narrative as Jacob divides his camp in two as he approaches Esau’s entourage.  

Mahanaim also connotes that God is with Jacob, for Jacob has a camp and so does God.  As 

camps are mobile, Jacob may have understood that God was with Jacob’s traveling camp. 

6. V1. Jacob encountered the same angels of God whom he first met at Bethel on his way out of 

the Promised land to Paddan-aram.  God is showing Jacob that his promise “I am with you” 

is true.  When Jacob leaves his home country he encounters angels.  When he returns he 

encounters angels.  He doesn’t encounter any angels while outside the land of promise.  This 

repeated encounter with angels is a signal that Jacob is “home” and that God is with him as 
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he returns.  What a comforting feeling Jacob must have experienced.  His homeland is the 

place to encounter God’s angels. 

7. V2. Jacob seems surprised to see God’s angels.  God’s camp serves as a heavenly shield of 

protection for Jacob.  Mahanaim (two camps) is a place where God reveals his blessing of 

protection to Jacob. 

8. Vv3-5.  Jacob devised a plan to appease Esau’s wrath.  Jacob will send messengers before 

him to Esau who lives in the land Seir in the country of Edom.  They will repeat Jacob’s 

message which entails the following details.  (v. 4a) Jacob is Esau’s servant; Esau is Jacob’s 

lord. (v. 4b) Jacob has been with their uncle Laban these last 20 years, but now Jacob is 

returning from family exile. (v. 5) Jacob has acquired wealth in livestock and servants, all of 

which are in submission to Esau. Jacob means all of these message details to win Esau’s 

favor. 

9. V3. The land of Seir in the country of Edom is not Canaan.  It is the Transjordan region east 

of the Jordan river.  Seir sounds like the Hebrew “hairy”.  Edom sounds like the Hebrew 

“red”.  Both are descriptive of Esau.  Thus in this sense the land is named after Esau.  He is 

identified with it, and he surely identifies with the land outside the land of his fathers.  The 

Horites are the native of this land (Dt 2:12), so Esau’s dispossession of it suggests his 

military might. 

10. V4. Although Jacob’s deference conforms to ancient Near East forms, the form 

communicates Jacob’s humility.  He is relinquishing the rights (fruit) of his election to the 

blessing (Gen 27:29) as Abraham had done with Lot (Gen 13).  Jacob is signaling that the 

rivalry between he and Esau is in the past.  Will Esau agree?  Even so, Jacob puts himself in 

God’s hand. 

11. V5. By offering all his wealth, Jacob desires to win the favor of Esau, deferring to him as 

“my lord.” 

12. V6. It looks like Esau is bringing an army of 400 men to attack Jacob.  A force this size is 

sufficient for battle (cf. Gen 14).  It is the round number of a standard militia of the time (1 

Sam 22:2; 25:13; 30:10; cf. Gen 14:14).  This detail gives reason for Jacob’s fear, although 

God had recently delivered Jacob from an even larger force led by Laban (Gen 31:29). 

13. V7. Upon hearing this news from his messengers, Jacob is afraid of his brother Esau.  So he 

divides his camp, both household and possessions, into two parts.  Jacob doesn’t have the 

option to retreat, for that would violate the deal he made with Laban in Genesis 31.  He can 

only move forward.  Thus Jacob thought he could only hope to save part of his family. 

14. V8. The narrator tells us what Jacob thought.  Even though Jacob understood on one level 

that God was with him (Mahanaim: two camps), on another level he failed to trust God for 

protection against his brother Esau.  For he thought according to a human strategy, reasoning 

if Esau attacked one camp then at least the other camp would escape unharmed.  But note 

there is also a sense that Jacob is acting out of love and care for his household.  He is 

responsible for their safety.  Thus his plan is understandable. 
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15. Vv9-12.  Jacob’s prayer (the longest in the book of Genesis) is the heart of the first section of 

this narrative (vv. 1-21).  The prayer is enveloped by two reports of Jacob sending messages 

to Esau.  It is a model prayer of distress. In the form of a penitential psalm.  Address to God 

(v. 9); rehearsal of God’s favor to Jacob (v. 10); petition for deliverance from Esau (v. 11a); 

complaint that God should answer because Jacob is helpless (v. 11b); reminder of God’s 

promise to treat Jacob well and fulfill the covenant promises to Jacob (v. 12). 

16. V9. Jacob acts in great faith by crying out to God in prayer.  Notice Jacob cries out to the 

God of his fathers (Abraham and Isaac), and prays on the basis of God’s personal word of 

promise to him.  This is the first time the Bible records Jacob praying.  The LORD had 

promised Jacob that if he returned to the country of his family then God would do him good.  

This is the first time Jacob calls on God by his covenant name LORD (Yahweh). 

17. V10. Jacob confesses he is unworthy of all God has done for him.  All God’s works of 

steadfast love and faithfulness (these are standard OT covenant terms; here they refer to all 

the ways God had sustained and blessed Jacob during his exile across the Jordan river) Jacob 

is thankful for.  “This Jordan” identifies the Jabbok as an extension of the Jordan river, 

probably signifying that Jacob sees himself on the verge of the Promised Land of God.  God 

had multiplied his servant Jacob’s possessions from one walking stick to two camps!  Jacob 

acknowledges he doesn’t deserve any of it.  These truths are spiritually revealed.  Jacob is a 

changed man.  He is submissive before his brother, and humble before his God.  God has 

spiritually transformed Jacob through his long exile.  Note Jacob now identifies as God’s 

servant, and this servant position before God manifests itself in serving his brother.  Again, 

this is evidence of his spiritual birth.  Jacob is a new man by God’s grace. 

18. V11. Now Jacob prays for deliverance from his brother Esau.  Jacob confesses his fear that 

Esau will attack him and not even spare the mothers and children. 

19. V12. Jacob makes his case before the LORD, setting forth the covenant promise that God 

make to Jacob’s fathers and Jacob himself as heir of the promise.  God promised to do Jacob 

good, to make his offspring as the sand of the sea (cf. Gen 22:17) which no one can number.  

Jacob stakes the hope of his future on God’s covenant promise. 

20. V13. Jacob did not move his camps at first when his messengers returned from meeting Esau, 

but he stayed in the same place that night, gathering a gift for Esau.  This gift is not tribute 

for Esau as lord.  Jacob is righting a wrong, ready to restore the blessing (cf. Gen 33:11) and 

recognize Esau as lord.  Jacob is not undermining the birthright and blessing he received (the 

younger shall rule over the elder, and the elder shall serve the younger).  Rather he is trusting 

God to keep his covenant promises without the help of Jacob’s cunning and deceit. 

21. V14. Jacob’s gift to Esau composed 200 female goats and 20 male goats, 200 ewes (female 

lambs) and 20 rams (male lambs). 

22. V15. Jacob’s gift to Esau also included 30 milking camels and their calves, 40 cows, 10 bulls, 

20 female donkeys, and 10 male donkeys.  All in all Jacob offered 550 animals to Esau as a 

sort of return payment for stealing Esau’s blessing from their father.  This gift was not meant 
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to manipulate Esau into a position of forgiveness.  Jacob’s gift was sincerely offered.  He was 

ready to part with his wealth to bless his brother whom he had cheated years before. 

23. V16. Jacob divided these animals into droves, presumably as they are listed in the text (i.e., 

200 female goats in one drove, 20 male goats in another drove, and so on).  Then Jacob put 

the droves into the care of his servants and sent them ahead, instructing them to keep a space 

between the droves of livestock. 

24. V17. Then Jacob gave further instructions to his servants caring for the droves regarding 

what to say to Esau.  Jacob instructed the first servant to respond as instructed when Esau 

asks him who he belongs to, his destination, and to whom the livestock in his care belong. 

25. V18. When Esau asks, the servant should respond according to Jacob’s instructions that the 

livestock belong to Jacob, they are a gift for Jacob’s lord Esau, and Jacob is coming from 

behind.  This is a deferential and humble message from Jacob.  Remember the prophecy 

before they were born that the older (Esau) will serve the younger (Jacob), and Isaac’s 

blessing that made Jacob lord over his brothers (cf. Gen 25:23; 27:29). 

26. V19. Jacob instructed the all the other servants driving his livestock to say the same thing 

when they came to meet Esau. 

27. V20. Jacob instructed all the other servants driving his livestock to remind Esau that Jacob is 

coming from behind.  Jacob gave them these instructions because he thought the gift may 

appease Esau, and perhaps when Jacob finally met Esau face to face that Esau would accept 

him. 

28. V21. Thus Jacob sent the gift to Esau ahead of him, but he stayed in the camp that night. 

29. Vv22-32.  The scene is about Jacob wrestling the man before crossing the Jabbok.  All three 

words (Jacob, wrestling, Jabbok) have similar Hebrew sounds, so the text draws attention to 

the three words as meaningful.  Together they form the memorable “hooks” for the story.  

This night will bring to a true end the dark nights Jacob has been suffering since fleeing 

Esau. 

30. Vv22-32.  This story of Jacob wrestling God for the blessing should remind us of Jesus.  

Jacob’s wrestling match is but a shadow of Christ’s wrestling with God on the cross.  Jacob 

was alone with God, wrestling through prayer.  Because of his sin and history of 

deceitfulness, Jacob did not merit God’s blessing, yet God finally blessed him when Jacob 

refused to let go.  In his weakness, Jacob prevailed.  But Jesus did merit God’s blessing, and 

when he wrestled with God in prayer on the cross, he was not delivered.  Through his 

weakness others are made strong.  Jacob walked away with a limp even though he had seen 

God face to face—a divine encounter that should have left him dead.  Jesus died on the cross 

while his Father turned his face away—Jesus agonized for the lack of a divine encounter that 

should have brought him life.  Yet through his death Jesus prevailed.  Jacob struggled and 

grasped at God that his own sins might be forgiven, his own fears might be calmed, and that 

God might look upon him with favor.  Jesus struggled and grasped at God that our sins might 

be forgiven, our fears might be calmed, and that God might look up on us with favor. And 

Jesus didn’t walk away from with a limp, but with power, glory, and resurrection life!  
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Through the triumph of Christ believers also prevail.  Through our weakness we become 

strong in Christ. 

31. V22. But Jacob was not finished sending his camp ahead of him that night.  That same night 

he brought his two wives (Leah and Rachel), his two concubines (Zilpah and Bilhah), and all 

eleven of his children across the Jabbok ford.  The Jabbok forms a natural boundary to the 

land of promise.  God must meet Jacob here and wrestle with him because Jacob is not yet fit 

to enter the land.  First Jacob must be changed to “Israel”.  At this point Jacob the deceiver is 

not yet fit to enter and prevail. 

32. V23. Jacob took all his household and the rest of his possessions, and sent them across the 

ford of the Jabbok.  At this point in the night, Jacob had sent literally everything and 

everyone ahead of him.  Only he remains on the far side of the Jabbok. 

33. V24. NET sn Reflecting Jacob's perspective at the beginning of the encounter, the narrator calls the 

opponent simply "a man." Not until later in the struggle does Jacob realize his true identity.  NET sn 

The verb translated "wrestled" (qb ea' YEw:, vayye'aveq) sounds in Hebrew like the names "Jacob" 

(bq o[]y :, ya'aqov) and "Jabbok" (qB oy :, yabboq). In this way the narrator links the setting, the main 

action, and the main participant together in the mind of the reader or hearer. 

34. V24. Thus Jacob was left all alone.  Completely alone.  At night.  In the wilderness. Still 

outside the land of promise, the LORD’s land.  Just like he had begun his sojourning (with 

just a walking stick), Jacob is now alone with himself.  No one to deliver him.  He must 

encounter God alone, without provision or protection.  Note this is an important spiritual 

principle for how every single person must encounter God.  Try to imagine the scene.  

Animals prowling, including dangerous predators.  Insects and other night creatures singing.  

The wind blowing.  A chill in the air.  Jacob is already afraid of how Esau with his army will 

receive him.  Now more fear sets in.  Surely this is one of his dark nights of the soul!  And 

again, in this lonely, vulnerable, and needy position, God comes to Jacob.  The text says “a 

man wrestled with him until the breaking of the dawn.”  This is the summary statement of the 

brief narrative wrestling match that follows: when Jacob encountered God.  The descriptor “a 

man” is purposely ambiguous.  Jacob didn’t know the nature or identity of the “man” as first, 

and so the reader shares in the mystery as though the audience is put alongside Jacob.  Both 

the audience and Jacob are mystified.  Who is this “man”?  Jacob does not yet know, but in 

his wrestling Jacob displays his impressive natural strength (cf. Gen 29:10). 

35. V24.  Here God comes forcefully to Jacob at night to spiritually prepare him for a dangerous 

encounter with Esau.  Some would suggest this is out of character for God, and thus prefer to 

take the account non-literally and allegorically.  But God is not always gentle.  Once he met 

Moses his servant with force (Exod 4:24-26), another spiritual encounter that possibly 

occurred at night. 

36. V25. How does Jacob encounter God?  As a mysterious “man” whom jumps him in the dark, 

initiating the encounter.  And so an all-night wrestling match begins.  In his mind, fearful 

Jacob may have already lost everything and everyone dear to him.  All he has left is God’s 

promised blessing.  And he will never ever let that go.  No matter what.  For if Jacob does not 

have the Lord of the covenant blessing, then he has nothing.  But if he doesn’t let go of the 
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Lord of blessing, then he has all he needs.  For God was able to sustain him once when Jacob 

had nothing and was running for his life from the hand of his brother Esau.  Now Jacob’s 

situation is possibly no different.  Jacob stands to lose everything, and so he holds on to the 

one who is able to bless him.  And hold on he does!  When the sun rose the “man” saw that 

he did not prevail against his wrestling opponent Jacob.  Jacob was still “hanging on”.  So the 

“man” struck Jacob’s hip socket, dislocating the hip, the wrestler’s pivot of strength.  This 

detail highlights the strength of the “man” and Jacob’s relentless striving even through injury.  

Traditionally rendered “touched”, this supernatural “touch” is nevertheless a devastating 

blow to Jacob.1  Thus the wrestling match ended when Jacob’s natural strength shriveled.  

God removed from Jacob his natural strength in one act of severe mercy.  Now the contest 

morphs into an exchange of words as Jacob clings to God for a blessing.  Jacob had not 

prevailed by showing himself stronger or superior, but he had tenaciously persevered.  So he 

did “prevail” over his opponent by his refusal to give up.  He emerged the victor by clinging 

to God for blessing. 

37. Illustration: Sheldon Vanauken’s “severe mercy”.  As recounted by Jim Belcher in his book 

In Search of Deep Faith. 

38. V25.  Illustration:  A hip location is a serious injury!  Consider what the American Academy 

of Orthopedic Surgeons says about the kind of injury Jacob sustained.  Remember this is 

modern clinical language.  ☺  “A hip dislocation is very painful. Patients are unable to move 

the leg and, if there is nerve damage, may not have any feeling in the foot or ankle area.  A 

traumatic hip dislocation occurs when the head of the thighbone (femur) is forced out of its 

socket in the hip bone (pelvis). It typically takes a major force to dislocate the hip. Car 

collisions and falls from significant heights are common causes and, as a result, other injuries 

like broken bones often occur with the dislocation.  A hip dislocation is a serious medical 

emergency. Immediate treatment is necessary.  Call for help immediately. Do not try to move 

the injured person, but keep him or her warm with blankets.”  Furthermore, the long-term 

complications may include nerve injury, osteonecrosis, and debilitating arthritis. 

Source: http://orthoinfo.aaos.org/topic.cfm?topic=A00352 

39. V26. Now that the sun had risen, the “man” commanded Jacob to let go.  The nighttime was 

the time to wrestle because the “man’s” identity was shrouded in darkness.  Now it is day and 

time to move on to keep the “man’s identity a mystery to Jacob.  For this time God chose to 

reveal himself as the hidden God, dark and mysterious.  God must leave because no one can 

see God and live (cf. Exod 33:20; Num 12:8 where Moses seeing God face-to-face is seeing 

the form of the LORD).  But Jacob still refused to let go of the “man” because he still had not 

blessed Jacob.  Jacob is striving with the “man”.  In fact, Jacob replies that he will not let go 

until the “man” blesses Jacob.  The sense is that Jacob will never let go until God blesses 

him.  Even though Jacob’s hip is dislocated (a very painful injury), Jacob is still determined. 

                                                 

1 Many English translations render the Hebrew as God “touched” Jacob’s hip socket and put it out of joint.  But 

rendering the verb as “touched” is way too gentle for the context and for the normal way we understand what it 

means to touch someone.  Better are the NRSV and NET which use the stronger translation “struck” rather than the 

gentler translation “touch”.   



Genesis 32:1-32 Brian M. Sandifer 

Heritage Presbyterian Church 19 12/6/2015 

A broken man sapped of his natural strength, now he prevails through prayer. Who is this 

mysterious “man”?  Later revelation (Hosea 12:3-5) indicate the “man” was an “angel”, even 

God.  Perhaps the “angel of the Lord” who is often identified with God in the OT (cf. Josh 

5:13-15; Judg 6:22; Dan 3:25; Zech 12:8).  What kind of blessing does Jacob want?  

Beforehand Jacob had “wrestled” with God in prayer, now he acts out his prayer.  What did 

Jacob pray for?  For God’s favor despite his own unworthiness.  Jacob knew he didn’t 

deserve the blessing of God’s covenant promise—to deliver him from his enemies, to show 

him gracious love and kindness, and to multiply his descendants as heirs of the promise.  

Therefore Jacob’s struggle was a matter of holding onto God in prayer and supplication (cf. 

Hos 12:3-5). 

40. V27. Then the “man” asked Jacob for his name, and Jacob told him.  In the ancient world, it 

was understood that to reveal your name was to submit.  By saying his name, Jacob was 

revealing his character as “supplanter, deceiver,” admitting his guilt.  The question forced 

Jacob to admit his devious past.  God was purging Jacob of his former identity by giving him 

a new one.  As Jacob embraced his new name, he would be embracing his new identity as 

one who has changed from being a supplanter to one who strives with God and man and 

prevails.  However, the “man’s” identity remains a mystery to Jacob.  He will not submit to 

Jacob (v. 29), but Jacob submits to him by revealing his name. 

41. V28. NET sn The name Israel is a common construction, using a verb with a theophoric element 

(l ae, 'el) that usually indicates the subject of the verb. Here it means "God fights." This name will 

replace the name Jacob; it will be both a promise and a call for faith. In essence, the LORD was 
saying that Jacob would have victory and receive the promises because God would fight for him.  
NET sn You have fought. The explanation of the name Israel includes a sound play. In Hebrew the 

verb translated "you have fought" (t 'y r If ', sarita) sounds like the name "Israel" (l aer 'f .yI, yisra'el ), 

meaning "God fights" (although some interpret the meaning as "he fights [with] God"). The name 
would evoke the memory of the fight and what it meant. A. Dillmann says that ever after this the name 
would tell the Israelites that, when Jacob contended successfully with God, he won the battle with 
man (Genesis, 2:279). To be successful with God meant that he had to be crippled in his own self-
sufficiency (A. P. Ross, "Jacob at the Jabboq, Israel at Peniel," BSac 142 [1985]: 51-62). 

42. V28. In this verse Jacob (and we) learn that the “man” is God himself. Now the “man” 

changes Jacob’s name, which is akin to granting him a new identity.  The Genesis narrative 

describes Jacob’s many strivings with men (in the womb, with Esau his twin brother, with 

Isaac his father, and with Laban his uncle).  Jacob grabs Esau’s heel at birth.  Jacob strives 

with Esau for the birthright and patriarchal blessing.  Jacob strives for 20 years with his uncle 

and father-in-law Laban.  Jacob even rolls the huge stone away from the well for Rachel, 

wresting it away.  Now in this symbolic episode all these “wrestlings” with other people and 

with God are made explicit and literal as Jacob wrestles with God.  Jacob’s new name is 

“Israel”.  This is the first time in the Bible where the name Israel occurs.  According to this 

story, Jacob is “Israel” he has striven with God and men, and has prevailed.  Thus “Israel” 

probably means “he strives with God.”  Jacob has finally come to understand the importance 

of striving with God and seeking his blessing.  His 20 years of exile have changed Jacob.  He 

now worships the LORD as his God, not just calling on him as the God of his fathers.  His 

transformation pertains to the way Jacob will prevail.  Before he had prevailed by cunning 

and trickery.  From now on he will prevail in the same way he prevailed with God, through 

his weakness and faith.  His new name announces Israel’s maturing spiritual character and 
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destiny.  God does not change Jacob’s ambition to prevail, but properly reorients his 

ambition.  Jacob is a man driven to prevail, but he strives with God and man through 

weakness and prayer and humility, not through trickery and exercising his natural strength. 

43. V29. Then Jacob asked the “man” his name.  But the “man” will not give Jacob a straight 

answer.  He replied to Jacob, “Why is it that you ask my name?”  In some sense it was 

inappropriate for the “man” to reveal himself to Jacob.  In another sense the “man” knew that 

Jacob already understood who he was.  It is as if God said, “Jacob, don’t you realize who I 

am?”  Only after the “man” leaves him does Jacob come to fully realize he had encountered 

God.  Jacob knew he had met one from heaven, and had seen God “face to face.”  Then the 

“man” blessed Jacob.  Jacob’s first request is granted (God’s blessing), but his second request 

is denied (the “man’s” identity).  Jacob is not in control of God.  God blessing is purely of 

grace.  It cannot be forcefully wrestled out of God’s hand against his will. 

44. V30. NET sn I have survived. It was commonly understood that no one could see God and live (Gen 

48:16; Exod 19:21, 24:10; and Judg 6:11, 22). On the surface Jacob seems to be saying that he saw 
God and survived. But the statement may have a double meaning, in light of his prayer for 
deliverance in v. 11. Jacob recognizes that he has survived his encounter with God and that his 
safety has now been guaranteed. 

45. V30. Jacob saw God “face to face” in this lonely place.  Some suggest “seeing” does not 

necessarily mean Jacob had a visual perception of God, but may just mean Jacob “saw” God 

through his experience with God.  Even if Jacob did not “see” God face to face with his eyes, 

the experience was surely intimate and terrifying.  So he named the place “Peniel” which 

means “face of God.”  Jacob received no definitive answer from the “man” regarding his 

identity, but Jacob is definitely certain he encountered God, and the experience filled him 

with awe.  He is full of wonder at the result of this encounter.  For Jacob understood that 

normally to see God “face to face” is to meet one’s death.  Yet for some reason, by the 

steadfast love and kindness of God, his life has been delivered.  God continues to sustain, 

preserve, and bless Jacob.  Jacob is amazed.  He is also empowered to face Esau, for if God 

spared his life after seeing him face to face, surely God would deliver him from the hand of 

Esau and all other dangers.  When one experiences the salvation of God, no other danger can 

threaten your security in God. 

46. V31. So when the sun rose on that place (newly named Peniel or “Penuel” depending on the 

spelling), Jacob passed by, but limping because of his injured hip.  Perhaps God had put it 

back in socket?  Either way, Jacob is not the same.  His encounter with God has left him 

permanently changed—physically and spiritually.  The formerly prayerless and self-

ambitious man is now a humble, limping man who strives with God and man through prayer.  

The limp reminds Jacob he is powerless and dependent when faced with God.  Characteristic 

of the saints is one who “limps” in physical strength through carrying himself in spiritual 

strength.  When I am weak, then I am strong (2 Cor 12:10).  In order for Jacob to return the 

LORD’s land, he must be a changed man.  Thus God changed Jacob.  The night of Jacob’s 

fear is transformed into the day of Jacob’s hope.   Jacob was humbled, sought to right 

previous wrongs, and gave up his deceitful ways.  Jacob now prays to God and clings to him, 

claiming the covenant promises made to his fathers as his own.  Jacob is now Israel, a new 

man with a new identity from God.  Israel has striven with God and men, and limps away a 
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new man, prevailing.  To be “strong” in the Lord, believers must become “weak” in self-

sufficiency.  To trust more in God is to trust less in self. 

47. Quotation: “The impact of the encounter was shocking for Jacob.  Seeing God was 

something no one survived.  But this appearance of the man guaranteed deliverance for the 

patriarch.  God had come as close to Jacob as was imaginable…His prayer for deliverance 

was answered.  Meeting God face to face meant that he could now look Esau directly in the 

eye.” ~ Allen Ross, Creation & Blessing, 556. 

48. Quotation: “The man who prevails through decisive and prudent action in strength now 

prevails through prayer in weakness.” ~ Bruce Waltke, Genesis, 438. 

49. V31. Illustration: A dear older brother in the Lord (named Dick Penner) once shared with me 

the story of why he always cries when he prays.  He testified to being a stubborn believer in 

the early days of his walk with God.  During those years he went to a Men’s Weekend Retreat 

and the speaker gave an assignment.  Every man had to search his heart and write down all 

their sins.  All of them.  All they could remember.  My friend chaffed at the idea, thinking it 

unnecessary, tedious, and annoying.  But as he walked around he noticed the other men 

privately working on their assignment.  So he decided he better do it just to go along with the 

rest of them.  My friend, who is a Presbyterian, sat down and let his Bible fall open, and he 

put his finger on Psalm 37—a very un-Presbyterian thing to do!  (And he’s never done it 

since.)  He read, “Do not fret because of evil men or be envious of those who do wrong; for 

like the grass they will soon wither, like green plants they will soon die away” (Ps 37:1-2).  

These words cut him to the heart.  He knew he had been holding on to his sins, and they 

would cause him to wither and die away soon.  So he began to write.  He wrote and wrote 

and wrote until he couldn’t name any more of his sins.  Later that day, the speaker instructed 

the men that in Christ they are forgiven by faith in the blood of Jesus.  Each man was to cross 

a line through each sin on his list.  Why?  Because they are gone.  By trusting in Jesus and 

his work on the cross, no man has to carry around his sins any longer.  My friend testified he 

was fundamentally changed in heart that day.  And from that day on, he could no longer pray 

without crying.  Some men might use that as an excuse not to pray because it shows 

weakness.  But not my friend.  He prays all the more, boldly, proudly, humbly.  He told me 

the tears that accompany all his prayers are his “limp,” like the limp Jacob received after 

wrestling with God (Genesis 32).  His tears remind him of that day at the Men’s Retreat when 

he wrestled with God and prevailed.  And so from that day forward he leads with his limp, 

because in his weakness he wrestled with God and prevailed. 

50. V32. The narrator added a footnote that explains why the people of Israel up to his day still 

do not eat the sinew of the thigh that is on the hip socket (the sciatic nerve), because that is 

the place where God touched Jacob’s hip.  Thereby they honor the struggle of their father 

Israel.  The dietary custom (not codified in the Law but only mentioned in later Jewish 

literature) and the name of the place both serve as reminders for God’s people of what 

happened when Jacob wrestled with God.  When Jacob became weak in his struggle with 

God, Israel the victor emerged from the encounter. 

51. Quotation: “The whole incident is shrouded in mystery.  Not only did it take place at night, 

but what was God doing attacking Jacob and yet being unable or unwilling to defeat him?  
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Here the paradox of the human condition is vividly summed up.  On the one hand, God 

allows, even puts his people into, difficult or impossible situations, but it is the same God 

who delivers us from them.  We pray, ‘Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil’.  

This experience of Jacob at the Jabbok summed up his career.  It was God who had brought 

him to this crisis situation, confronting Esau, but it was the same God who would bring him 

through victoriously.” ~ Gordon Wenham, New Bible Commentary, 82. 

52. Lessons and applications of God’s presence from Jacob’s encounter with God2 

a. Encountering God may be marked with ambiguity.  Only later does Jacob realize that 

he is wrestling with God (cf. Gen 18-19; Josh 5:13-15; Judg 6; 13). 

b. God’s presence does not mean ease of conflict.  It often brings unexpected 

difficulties. 

c. There is mystery about God’s presence that defies human understanding.  Jacob 

cannot see God or know his name in order to control his encounter with God. 

d. God in humility makes himself available to humanity.  Christians may also encounter 

God in ambiguity, in apparent hostility, shrouded in mystery, and in such humility that 

God restrains himself from dominating their lives.  When Christians stop wrestling 

God and start clinging to him, they discover his good will to bless them. 

e. God in the resurrected Jesus Christ assures his people that he is always with his 

church (Mt 28:20), confirming his word of promise to them wherever they go (Mk 

16:19-20). 

f. When God broke Jacob with a severe mercy, Jacob persevered in prayer.  Quintillius 

said that ambition is a vice, but it can become the mother of virtue.  If Abraham is a 

study in faith, Jacob is a study in spiritual strength through prayer.  The man who was 

prayerless and left so much trouble, sorrow, and anguish in his wake is now 

transformed as he clings to God in dependent prayer. 

g. God is perfectly faithful to his covenant promise.  His love and commitment to Jacob 

are amazing considering Jacob long track record of sins, even against his own family.  

Nothing can separate God from his covenant partners.  Jacob satisfies the covenant 

requirement by accepting God’s steadfast love and kindness, confessing he is 

unworthy of God’s love and yet claims God’s promises. 

h. When the Christian is weak, then he is strong (cf. 2 Cor 12:10).  God grants Jacob a 

severe mercy.  The limp is the spiritual posture of the saint.  The Christian does not 

prevail in physical strength but in spiritual strength.  Believers gain the victory, but it 

is a crippling victory.  In this way we are humbled and thus give glory to God. 

                                                 

2 Bruce Waltke, Genesis, 448-450. 
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i. Jacob has a bad conscience due to the way he has mistreated Esau.  A bad conscience 

may cause one to misinterpret another’s good for evil.  This manifests itself in 

reflexively reading bad motives into another’s words or actions.  A bad conscience 

that leads to bad misrepresentations of others leads to bad feelings.  We see in Jacob’s 

example that the solution to a bad conscience is to give God glory by confessing sin 

and renouncing wrong behavior (Prov 28:13). 

j. God honors efforts at reconciliation.  Jacob models this effort as he seeks to appease 

his rightly offended brother with peace offerings.  God’s people are to seek 

opportunities for reconciliation, finding and meeting needs among their enemies.  

One way of doing this is by giving gifts, even of food (cf. 1 Sam 25; Prov 25:21-22; 

Rom 12:20). 
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8 Sermon References 

Quotation: “A hip dislocation is very painful. Patients are unable to 

move the leg and, if there is nerve damage, may not have any feeling in 

the foot or ankle area.  A traumatic hip dislocation occurs when the head 

of the thighbone (femur) is forced out of its socket in the hip bone 

(pelvis). It typically takes a major force to dislocate the hip. Car 

collisions and falls from significant heights are common causes.  A hip 

dislocation is a serious medical emergency. Immediate treatment is 

necessary.  Call for help immediately. Do not try to move the injured 

person, but keep him or her warm with blankets.” 
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• Words of Christ ordaining this institution (Mt 26:26-30; Mk 14:22-25; Lk 22:15-20; 1 Cor 11:23-32) 

o The ancient Israelites made it a point to remember the night when God renamed Jacob as Israel. 

Specifically, they remembered their forefather’s limp by refusing to eat the sinew on the hip bone where it 

meets the socket. By this dietary tradition they honored Jacob and the severe mercy God gave him. More 

than that, they honored Jacob’s limp by entering into his struggle. For his limp changed the way they lived 

and thought about God, changing their behavior and reminding them when their people (those who strive 

with God and men, and yet prevail) came to be. In a sense his limp would be their limp. 

o We also have a memorial meal, instituted by our Lord Jesus Christ, the True Israel, the one who perfectly 

strove with God and men and prevailed mightily. Every time we eat this meal we honor him as our Lord 

and Savior. He is the one who strove with God and men—on our behalf, for our salvation, and not just “to 

the limp” but “to the death.” We honor Christ’s death, the greatest and most severe mercy ever endured, by 

entering into his death. For his limp, his death, must change the way we live and think about God. His 

death on the cross must change our behavior, so now we live for him. His death must remind us when we 

came to be a new people, the new Israel of God. When did that happen? On the third day after Jesus died 

when he walked away from his tomb in glorious resurrection life. By faith, as we are united to Christ’s 

death and resurrection, his death becomes our death and his eternal life becomes ours too. 

o The bread and the cup are sacramental signs and seals. The bread is Christ’s body, the cup is his blood. 

Jacob encountered God face to face at Peniel, and we encounter God’s Spirit in the Lord’s Supper. God, 

not as your opponent but as your Savior, is face to face with you today in Christ’s body and blood shed for 

the forgiveness of sins. 

• If you are one of God’s baptized children, having confessed your faith publicly, living a life of confession and 

repentance, and a member of any church where the gospel of Jesus is faithfully preached, then I welcome and 

encourage you to come to the Lord’s table. Take, eat and drink, cling to him by faith, and behold your merciful 

God! 

• Brief exhortation and fence the table (not baptized, not publically confessed the faith, not under the care and 

government of a particular branch of Christ’s Church) do not take the bread and wine, but instead take Christ 

today—stop wrestling with God as an opponent. Cling to him instead. Beg his blessing and embrace your limp 

until you prevail through weakness and faith. Please talk with one of the elders immediately after the worship 

service today so you might join Christ’s Church as we cling to God through Christ together until the Church 

prevails together. 

• Invitation to silent prayer for preparation (confess sin, acknowledge God’s love for you) 

• After allowing time for elders to come forward, close the silent prayer time with a brief prayer. 

 

 

 

The Lord Jesus Christ on the same night in which He was betrayed took bread; 

and when He had given thanks, He broke it, gave it to His disciples, as I, 

ministering in His name, give this bread to you, and said, “Take, eat; this is My 

body which is for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” 
o Reminder to hold the bread and eat together as a body since the one loaf represents Christ’s unified body. 

• Optional: read a scripture (Mt 5:5-8) 

In the same manner, He also took the cup, and having given thanks as has been 

done in His name, He gave it to the disciples, saying, “This cup is the new covenant 

in My blood, which is shed for many for the remission of sins. Drink from it, all of 

you.” 
o Reminder to drink from the cup as you are ready since Jesus shed his blood to save you. 




