The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 24), Year C
Genesis 32:22-32

‘Blessing through wrestling’ 

Whenever I read and listen to this account of Jacob’s wrestling, through which he is striving and struggling with God, I can’t help but think of how Aslan is described in the Chronicles of Narnia, the Christ figure. 

When the children ask who this Aslan is the beavers respond: 

“Aslan is a lion- the Lion, the great Lion.” “Ooh” said Susan. “I’d thought he was a man. Is he-quite safe? I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion”...

”Safe?” said Mr Beaver ...”Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the King, I tell you.”

And later on: 

He doesn't like being tied down -- you mustn't press him. He's wild, you know. Not like a tame lion.” 
This text is one of those where we are reminded that while our God is infinitely good, he’s not safe, he’s not tame.

He visits the man who is to become the father of his chosen people, and he jumps him, he wrestles with him all night, he puts his hip out of joint and leaves him with a permanent limp. 

This is no tame lion. 

But if you feel like life with God is often like a wrestling match, this story has good news for you, because God’s blessing comes through the wrestling, 

The blessing through wrestling. This is our theme, and as we unpack it today we’ll look at four things;
· God’s initiative, 

· Jacob’s response, 

· The new name,  

· And the greater blessing. 

So first is God’s initiative. 
Right through the book of Genesis we find the Lord taking the initiative in coming to his chosen ones, to Abraham, to Isaac and now to Jacob. 

He doesn’t wait for them to come to him, the Lord comes to them and reveals himself. 

It’s a theme of course that continues right through the Bible. But as I mentioned at the start, this is a different sort of initiative. 

Because here God’s initiative in visiting Jacob isn’t to comfort him, but to afflict him. He’s not coming to heal him, he’s coming to wrestle. 

Now let’s just go back a step and get some context here for this wrestling match. You remember that Jacob’s life of wrestling and struggling began even in the womb, when there was some argy-bargy with his brother Esau.
Then later on Jacob the trickster, with the help of his mother Rebekah, 

deceived his father Isaac and his brother Esau and got the firstborn’s blessing. 
After this Esau is out to get his revenge, so Jacob is off to his uncle Laban’s for his own safety, but also to find a wife. 

That’s where he falls in love with Rachel and serves Laban for seven years, 

Only to be tricked himself now on the wedding night by being given the wrong girl! So it’s another seven years’ service for Rachel. So there’s a struggle with Laban. 
Now he’s on his way back to the land God had promised him, but it’s reckoning day with Esau. They are about to meet up and Jacob does not know how this will go. 
So when we hear that ‘a man’ begins to wrestle with Jacob, we’re meant to understand that actually there could be any number of men that may want to wrestle Jacob! Esau, Laban, one of their men. 
But what this account points us to is that beneath all Jacob’s wrestling and struggling through his life, there’s a greater struggle, his struggle with God.  

How surprising is this?! 

That of all the people who would come to afflict Jacob, 

It’s not Laban, it’s not Esau, it’s God. 

This God is no tame Lion. 
And this points us to one of the very mysterious parts of life with the true God, 

That although he is perfectly good and loves us more than we can imagine, he does allow pain and suffering to come into our life,

He does ‘discipline the one he loves, and chastises every child whom he receives”, as the book of Hebrews says. 
We may like to think that life with God would be something like sitting in a comfortable recliner by the fire surrounded with those we love, but actually life with the true God is often more like a wrestling match outside at night, 

Alone. 

If that’s where you are in life right now, please know this is not a sign that God is not with you. On the contrary, this is the life of faith. 

Now as we’ll come to see, it is out of deep love, it’s his blessing that comes through the wrestling. But we do need to acknowledge that the wrestling is not comfortable. He’s not safe, but he’s good. 
So there’s God’s initiative in wrestling Jacob, 
Next let’s consider Jacob’s response. 

Jacob’s first response is to put up quite a fight! 

This goes on all night and we’re told the man was not prevailing. Now given that we know God’s power is behind this wrestler in one way or another this is quite a strange thing to say. 

But Luther saw in this something like a father wrestling with his kids. 

When a dad rough houses with his kids, it can get pretty wild.
Kids actually want you to push back a bit. And even though at one level dad is always in control, and will always bring it to an end when it’s time, there’s also a sense in which you can realise as the adult in that play fighting, the kid’s not going to give up. 

I could put this to an end anytime, but to the extent to which I’ve limited the use of my strength and accommodated myself to the child’s level of wrestling, 

I’m not going to prevail over my child, my child is not going to give up. 

And then here’s the turning point in the story, when dad does say it’s enough, when the man or God does decide it’s time to bring it to an end. 

Our translation says he struck the hip socket, but most other translations take that as he simply touched his hip, and wrenched it out of joint. 

So all of a sudden you’re meant to realise that this man, whoever he is, he’s always been in control. 

And so the man says, ‘Let me go, the day is breaking’. 

It’s at this point that Jacob seemed to have realised there is something much more going on than a mere wrestling match with a man, 

And so here is the really incredible response of Jacob in this story, 

‘I will not let you go, unless you bless me’. 

If you trace the story of Jacob through, you hear this and you realise, something profound has happened to Jacob here. 

This is Jacob who is Mr Self-Reliant, who is always coming up with his own schemes and his own plans. But now there is a complete reliance and even desperation for God’s blessing no matter what. 
‘I will not let you go, unless you bless me’.

It sounds much like the Canaanite woman in our Gospel reading doesn’t it, experiencing less than enthusiastic responses from Jesus to say the least, and yet clinging onto him in persistent faith? 

‘I will not let you go, unless you bless me’
And the Lord does. The blessing comes through the wrestling. 

Perhaps you are in a place right now where your life with God feels like a bit of a wrestling match. 

This is a regular experience for many people.
There’s a problem, they pray and pray about it, and sometimes not only does it not get better, it seems to get worse. Something else happens, and they ask “Why, God? It’s not enough I’m struggling with everyone else, now I’m struggling with you too.”
In the midst of these trials and challenges for the people of God it’s hard to understand why God allows this pain to continue, why does it always have to be such a struggle? 

This text does not give us all the answers to those mysteries. 

But one of the very simple messages of this text is that if you are in the middle of that right now, 

Don’t let go. 

Don’t give up. 

Cling to God, 

And continue to say to him, ‘I will not let you go, unless you bless me’. 

He will, he always does. 

So there was God’s initiative in the wrestling, 

Then there was Jacob’s response in the wrestling, 

Now there’s the outcome of the wrestling. 
Which is the Lord’s blessing, as we’ve said. 

But notice in particular here how this takes shape, which is in the form of name-change. So there’s some sort of a transformation here in Jacob so much so he needs a new name. He’s moving into a new phase of his life. 

So after Jacob refuses to let go he is asked, ‘What is your name?’ 

Now that seems like a fairly insignificant question, but perhaps there’s more going on here. 

Think about it in contrast to this question when Jacob was in the midst of deceiving his father Isaac, 
‘Who are you my son?’

‘I am Esau your first born.’ 

Then later, ‘Are you really my son Esau?’, 

He answered, ’I am.’

But now the question comes again, 

‘What is your name?’
‘Jacob’.

In other words here you see evidence that Jacob has been well and truly brought to his knees. He has been humbled, through his suffering and his struggling he has finally been brought to the place where he can own up to who he truly is and everything he’s done, 

‘Yes I’m Jacob. Yes, my whole life I’ve been trying by my own strength to get ahead, to trick and deceive and outsmart, and I did it to my own father and I did it to my own brother, and now I have to meet my brother again and it’s finally all caught up to me.’ 

Yes I’m Jacob. I admit it. I confess it. 

But I’m still not letting go until you bless me. 

And then here’s the paradox, 

At Jacob’s absolute lowest point, at his moment of greatest weakness, now he receives the blessing, and a new name, Israel. 

Now he’s ready to be the father of the 12 tribes of God’s chosen people. 

He’s ready to be the one through whom God’s blessing will eventually flow to all nations. 
And when the sun rises on him, it’s a new day. It’s like a resurrection. 

But notice the wrestling was no joke, because from now on he walks with a limp. 

The blessing of the Lord that comes through the wrestling, is real. It is dynamic and powerful. It is transformative. 

Time after time older or mature Christian people will tell me that when they look back across their life’s journey, their times of greatest growth, were not in the easy times, but in the tough times. Through the wrestling. 

The blessing comes through the wrestling. 
So there was God’s initiative, 
Jacob’s response, 

The new name,  

And finally there is the greater blessing. 

The greater blessing. 

While everything I’ve said so far is true, we’re still missing a piece of the puzzle. 

So far the basic message is that life with God is sometimes a wrestle, but don’t give up, cling to God like Jacob and receive his blessing through the struggle. 

That’s all true, but it’s not enough. 

Because the question remains, How can God bring his blessing to this deceitful, lying man? 

Well, just think of all the people in the Scriptures who also wrestled with God in one way or another;
Job. The Psalmists. The Apostle Paul with his thorn in the flesh – ‘three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away…’ 

But there’s another wrestling match which happened with someone else, which I believe is the missing piece of this puzzle. 

In this scene, just like Jacob, a man leaves those he’s with and finds himself alone. He throws himself on the ground and he says, 

‘Abba Father, for you all things are possible. Remove this cup from me. 

Yet not my will, but yours be done’. Mark 14:36

Jesus himself wrestled with God, 

But ultimately submitted himself to the will of his Father, 

So that there would be a greater blessing, 

He wrestled with his Father but willingly gave his life for all, so that the blessing of God would come to all the nations. 

In the big picture of the Bible, God could bless Jacob the deceiver, because Jesus, the truth in person, took the curse. 

God’s blessing through wrestling is there for you, because Jesus himself has entered into that, and took not just a little tap on the hip for us, but took the full weight of God’s punishment on himself. So that all that is left for us is the lighter taps of God’s loving discipline, the little wake up calls. 

And as Jacob’s wrestling match was over, the sun rose on him. It was a new day. 

As Jesus’ wrestling match was over and the sun rose, he rose from the dead victorious, bringing a new life, for you and for me.   
It’s a mystery to us as to why we can seem to only truly encounter God and receive his blessing in our weakness, but it’s an even greater mystery that we only truly encounter God and receive his blessing, in his weakness; that is, in Jesus Christ, and him crucified. 

This God of ours, he’s not a tame lion. He’s not even safe as we like to think of it.
Did you hear Jacob’s conclusion?
30So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, ‘For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.’ 

He’s amazed his life is spared! 

God’s not safe, but he is good, and he brings his blessing through the wrestling. 

Dear friends in Christ, 

Don’t let go of him, he will bless you.  

In the name of Jesus, Amen. 
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