4th July 2010
Gen 32: 22-32

Biblical characters in difficult situations

Jacob 

The story of two brothers (Jacob and Esau) spans a little over a fifth of the Book of Genesis and as such plays a major part in our understanding of the Genesis narrative – of God’s sovereign plan. 

At the risk of showing up my age I can remember some years ago watching wrestling on TV – it was usually on a Saturday afternoon with characters like the Royal brothers and Mike McManus. In recent years wrestling from America has also been screened but I don’t think it was as popular as our home grown matches. The contestants would preen themselves and react to the taunts of the audience putting on an engaging performance. It was pure theatre. 
All this is in clear contrast to the wrestling match that we heard about in our reading. It occurs towards the end of the story of Jacob and Esau and is a pivotal moment in Jacob’s life. Like Abraham before him, things were never going to be the same afterwards. 
But before we touch on the wrestling match described in verses 22-32. We are told of Jacob’s careful preparations in the earlier part of our reading. Verses 9-12 take the form of a prayer and 13-21 outline some practical arrangements he makes for a meeting with his brother Esau.
This meeting we are told is not going to be the happy reunion that perhaps it should have been between two brothers who had not seen each other for 20 years. Our first hint of this comes earlier in verse 6 – ‘We went to your brother Esau, and now he is coming to meet you and four hundred men are with him.’ And in the following verse we are told Jacob was in great fear and distress. And then again in verse 11 – when he prays – Save me, I pray, from the hand of my brother Esau, for I am afraid… 
You will recall the enmity that existed between the brothers which had been apparent from the moment of their birth. Esau had been born first and Jacob had emerged into the world grasping his brother’s heel (25:26), hence his name, which means – he grasps the heel (figuratively he deceives). So this is the man before us in the story – snatcher, grabber, and supplanter. This behaviour had created tensions so bad that Esau hated his brother and wanted to kill him (27:41). But here in spite of that knowledge Jacob has been told by God to return home (31:3). No wonder he is worried!

We have now come to the point where Jacob has done all he can to prepare for this meeting with Esau and it prepares us to experience with him the pivotal point in his life. For a man afraid of the future it is perhaps surprising that he chooses to stay alone by the bank of the Jabbok River. The writer marks his isolation as a model that reinforces the point that ultimately our spiritual battle with God is ours and ours alone. Although we can take comfort from the closeness of family and friends, they can’t replace the critical element of individual spiritual combat.

When this contest comes it is described in a brief sentence – verse 24. The enormity of what is occurring is almost lost to us in the briefness of the description. So to help us get into the struggle – listen to a novelistic approach to the story.  

‘Out the dark someone leapt on my back I couldn’t see his face. His naked shoulder was pressed hard against my jaw. I could feel the chill – he is the god of the river. Upset angry, my animals had defiled this river where they had crossed. My cattle had broken its banks and left their filth in the river. No! It was not the god of the river it was Esau. How we fought and struggled. But it wasn’t Esau either all I knew was my own terror. All I knew it was as dark as death. I knew the stranger wanted my life. The Jabbok roared its way past us as we rolled along its banks. He outweighed me, he outwrestled me but he didn’t overpower me until it came to the time to overpower me. He had his knee under my hip; I could feel his weight all his weight suddenly there. Oh the pain, the pain it came as light. It blinded me. I was crippled and done for then he wanted to go. But I clung onto him – I realized my life was my enemy and my enemy was my life. It was more breath than sound bless me I gasped. Who are you he asked in return? There was mud everywhere, in my eyes, in my nostrils in my mouth, my very name tasted of mud - Jacob. He said Jacob you are now Israel – you have wrestled with God and men – that is the meaning of the name Israel. I was no longer Jacob I was longer myself the stranger had said it. I can’t remember the exact words of his blessing. But I remember the blessing of his arms holding me and letting me go. I remember as blessing his black shape against the rose coloured sky. I remember as blessing the one glimpse I had of his face, it was more terrible than the face of dark or of pain or of terror. It was the face of light. No words can tell of it, no silence can tell of it. Sometimes I can’t believe I saw it and lived but only dream that I saw it. Sometimes I believe I saw it and I only dream that I live.’ 
This is certainly an enigmatic story but with a lot of meaning for us. The prophet Hosea (12:2-4) comments on this story and he firmly places it within the context of the unrepentant nations of his time -Israel and Judah that were living up to the name of their forefather – Jacob. 
Who then is the ‘man’ who Jacob wrestles with? Jacob is convinced that in some sense it is God himself that he has wrestled with – he names the place Peniel – which means the face of God. In many respects it is a passage that raises more questions than it answers. But if we place it into the redemptive picture of what God is doing here then the implications for Jacob and for us become clearer.
Jacob is asked for his name. He is confessing what he has become – snatcher, grabber, and supplanter. That is his nature. Through the wrestling match he is forced to act out what he has been doing all his life. It is this very act which can speak to us when we are forced to confront things or behaviours grown out of circumstances. The paradox here for Jacob and for us is in the very act of losing the battle he and ultimately we can be blessed. As Hosea comments – he wept and begged for his favour (12:4b). 
His name becomes a form of confession and repentance as he strives to seek the face of God. 

The subsequent meeting with Esau turns out in a very different way to that, which Jacob had envisaged – Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him; he threw his arms around his neck and kissed him (33:4). There are some clear parallels here with the story Jesus told of the Prodigal Son. The writer points us towards the real significance of this story by using the word ‘face’ -through it he links this whole story together – Jacob’s words to Esau in 33:10 – For to see your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favourably.’  It echoes his initial thoughts in 32:20 the NRSV has slightly different wording to the NIV – ‘and afterwards I shall see his face; perhaps he will accept me.’ 
And then after his night time encounter when he says – It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared.’ (32:30).
Jacob has thought that his encounter with Esau would be an encounter with an enemy but like God his brother receives him with favour. Francis Thompson
 in his poem ‘The Hound of Heaven’ summed it up like this - God pursues him like a hound. He is convinced that something bad is going to happen to him. God eventually catches up with him and says these unexpected words of comfort– ‘All which thy child’s mistake fancies as lost I have stored for thee at Home. Rise, clasp my hand, and come.’ 

Jacob despite the assurance of the prophecy given to his mother in 25:23 had developed into someone who needed to earn favour or in failing that to reach out and grab it. Jacob like many of us had found it difficult to believe in the grace of God. It is difficult to believe that we are loved unreservedly and unconditionally because so much of our childhood was about meeting conditions. However good our parents were the message for most of us seems to have been – you get this if you do this. 
Eat your greens then you can have pudding. So we become burdened with the perception that God’s favour isn’t free or unconditional but something that must be earned or grabbed at. 

It is against this perception that we need to wrestle with as Jacob did on the banks of the Jabbok. The circumstances of his life were suddenly brought home to him through the imminence of his meeting with his brother. He confessed his negative behaviour and in doing so met his redemption in the face of God at the river. Each of us like Jacob has responsibility for our own spiritual wrestling match with God. Remembering the lesson that was learnt here that God’s grace is freely and unconditionally given to each of us no matter what our own battle may be. And in receiving that grace we are able to be set free from the destructive nature of that battle. The light we see at the end of our battle is revealed to us in the face of Jesus. 
� Francis Thompson 1859 -1907
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