The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 13A 
The Text: Genesis 32:22-31
Today’s Old Testament reading gives us an insight into the colourful life of Jacob. His life was filled with drama, deception and struggles. 
This struggle began even before he was born. When Jacob was in his mother’s womb he was not alone. He shared the confined space with his brother, Esau. There the two boys jostled with each other and caused their mother lots of distress. At their birth, the first child born was called Esau. His name described the hairiness of his body and the redness of his skin. The second child born was named Jacob. His name described the fact that he was born grasping onto the heel of his brother.  
The name Jacob also means: “he deceives” or “the deceiver.” To deceive is to mislead someone–to make someone believe something is true when it is really false.
This had been the story of his life right up until the point where we meet him in today’s reading. Up until this point, he had misled his brother into giving up his birthright. He had misled his father into thinking that he was Esau in order to get the birthright. When Esau heard about this he became angry and said: ‘Jacob has deceived me these two times: He took my birthright, and now he’s taken my blessing’. 
Later when Jacob went to get a wife from the daughters of his uncle Laban, the tables were turned and Jacob was misled. He worked for seven years expecting to receive the beautiful Rachel as his wife. Instead, in the dark of night, Laban gave Jacob his eldest daughter, Leah. When morning came Jacob realised that he had been deceived. Jacob went and complained to Laban, saying: ‘What is it that you have done to me? I served you for Rachel, didn’t I? Why have you deceived me?’  Then Laban agreed to also give Rachel to Jacob in return for another seven years work.
While living in Laban’s territory Jacob fathered eleven sons: six sons from Leah, his first wife; two sons from Leah’s maid servant; two sons from Rachel’s maid servant; and one son from his second wife, Rachel. 
Still, Jacob lived up to his name as ‘the deceiver’. Laban wanted Jacob to stay and live the region of Haran. But Jacob had received a vision from God to return to his home land. Once he had grown in wealth he deceived Laban by running away without telling him. When Laban realized this he went after Jacob. When he finally caught up, Laban said to him: ‘You deceived me’.
Further on, it came the time from Jacob to meet his brother, Esau. Jacob was not looking forward to this meeting. He thought that Esau might still be angry with him and try to kill him! And so Jacob was full of fear. And now comes our text for today!
Its night time and Jacob sent his two wives, two maidservants, his eleven sons, servants and all his possessions across to the other side of the river Jabbok. Jacob is almost ready to meet his brother. But before this meeting takes place, he is confronted with another meeting that is just as important. In the dark of night when Jacob was all alone, he was confronted by a dreaded stranger with divine qualities. Who was Jacob wrestling with all night?
Well, the narrator doesn’t tell us much. The two seem to be evenly matched. But the hidden one showed that he had power to disable Jacob at will. With a simple touch this mysterious one was able to dislocate Jacob’s hip.
After a long, silent wrestle through the night, the mysterious one speaks first. Breathlessly they enter into a desperate conversation:  
The mysterious one says: ‘Let me go, for the day is breaking’.
Jacob says: ‘I will not let you go unless you bless me’.
The mysterious one says: ‘What is your name?’  

Jacob says: ‘Jacob’.
Then the mysterious one says: ‘Your name will no more be called Jacob but Israel for you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome’.
Then Jacob says: ‘Please tell me your name’.
The man responds: ‘Why do you ask my name?’
Then the man blessed him there! 
So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, ’It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared.’
What a moment that must have been—to be able to afterwards look back and say: ‘I wrestled with God and lived!’ Surely this was God at work! Jacob wrestled with God looking for more blessing – perhaps more security, land or sons. But what he got was a new identity. No longer is he known as the heel, the trickster, the deceiver. Now God gave Jacob a new beginning and a new name. His new name is Israel. Many interpret this name to be a declaration of praise that ‘God rules, God preserves or God protects’.
A new being has been called forth. Jacob, now Israel, has faced God, has been touched by God, and survived! He gained a blessing and was renamed. When daylight came the man was gone. 
And all that remained was Israel (who had not had a good night’s sleep). Through this encounter, something of the power of God has been entrusted to the man now known as Israel.
Think about this: Out of this encounter, struggle and pain came a new direction and a new identity.
Jacob wanted great things – the blessings of wealth and luxury and prosperity. He wanted to be blessed so that he could find success and be his own god. He once tried to gain this by deceiving people who were close to him. But then in fear he fled—firstly from Esau and then from Laban. But now God has given Jacob a new identity as Israel and new strength to face the fears of the future with praise to God for God’s protection.
Like Jacob, our past can be filled with deception, and this can cause us to fear and fight for our future. But as we encounter God, he does something rather unexpected – he turns fear into faith that gives praise to God. 

Where do we wrestle with God? Through prayer and meditation on the word of God we wrestle with God. God forgives our sin and gives us a new identity and mindset and a new way of living. Our God is a God of great surprise and mystery.
As we wrestle with God, seeking and searching for answers in the midst of whatever lies we may be living out, God responds to us reminding us that he cares. God cares for us just as he showed Jacob that he alone is the God who cares.
This story of Jacob can give us some guidance as we consider our future. Our own human nature leads us to think it is easier for us to be narrow-minded and think about what we need to do, even if it means deceiving others in order to try and gain the blessing for ourselves.  Like Jacob we naturally have our eyes fixed on receiving the blessing of wealth and riches. And it is easy to live like Jacob, deceiving others and ourselves into order to gain the things that we think will bless us. 
But true blessing comes from meeting God face to face. The blessings that only God can give us are forgiveness of our sin, a new identity and a new hope to face the future. 
God continues to come to us in powerful, life changing ways though his word and through the waters of baptism. We could consider our baptism as a moment when God wrestled with us. He won the wrestle and drowned our old nature and gave us a new identity as his children. 
As we go about our daily life and continue to engage with God’s word, God’s powerful Spirit works to show us the life-changing power of his grace shaping us to be his people—his holy nation; his royal priesthood; his communion of saints; his new Israel.  In baptism God has made us his children and gives us an eternal inheritance that we could never gain by deception or effort. All we can do is receive it with joy and thanksgiving.  
We may often wrestle in the darkness of our own minds because our deceptive ways have gotten the better of us and we have lost sight of God’s grace. We may deceive ourselves into thinking we are not worthy of God’s love, or if only I tried harder things would be ok. But Jesus keeps coming to us in our wrestle to shine his light on us to remind us of our new identity in him. He ensures us that we are no longer in eternal bondage to sin, for he has bound himself to us! 

Jesus has dealt with our lies and deception when he defeated the powers of sin, death and the devil in his death and resurrection.  And now each day we can step forward into the new day with a new starting point. We can start each day, not with the flaws and sins of our past to haunt us, but we can start again in our new identity as his children and celebrate the gifts of faith, hope and love. 
And just as Israel now bears the mark of a displaced hip after his wrestle with God and discovered God’s renewing grace, so after we have experienced the grace of God in our baptism, we receive a different mark—the sign of the cross—as a reminder that we have not gained God’s blessing on our own merits. Rather, God’s blessing is ours because of the mercy of God displayed in the cross of Jesus. So stop deceiving yourself into thinking you need to be good enough to receive his blessing. Stop trying to be someone you are not. For God loves you for you! 
Friends in Christ, as we seek the best for our future, may we daily declare that God is the one who blesses, preserves and protects us in ways in which we could never experience without him. He is our creator—we are his. He loves us more than words…yet tells us of his love in his word!  We are called to live our lives in worship of him by doing his will.
As we daily consider God’s will for us, let us put aside all the ways we deceive ourselves and others. Let us willingly enter into a daily holy wrestle with God by asking for his guidance, listening to his voice in the word, conversing with God in prayer, and then stepping out in faith. For through this holy wrestle, God will continue to reveal his will for us and in his grace will constantly remind us of all the blessings that are ours because of the new identity he gave us in baptism. 
Stop running. God cannot be deceived. His love for you is greater than any lie you have ever lived. 
And the peace of God which passes all human understanding will keep your hearts and minds safe in Christ Jesus to life everlasting. Amen
