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Sermon	
Twenty-Second	Sunday	After	Pentecost	
The	Rev.	Mike	Moffitt,	October	16,	2016	

When	God	Moves	

Text:	Genesis	32:22–30	

	Last	week	we	looked	at	the	story	of	the	Book	of	Ruth	and	saw	how	God	moved	in	
the	midst	of	the	pain	and	suffering	of	Naomi	and	Ruth	and	restored	them	to	a	
place	of	joy	and	peace.	However,	the	most	important	part	of	the	story	is	that	God	
raised	them	both	from	the	most	desperate	of	circumstances	and	used	their	lives	
to	continue	His	plan	in	redemption.	Ruth	a	poor	Moabite	widow	became	the	
grandmother	of	King	David,	and	a	valuable	part	of	the	genealogy	of	Jesus	Christ,	
the	greater	Son	of	David.	It’s	a	wonderful	story	of	God	moving	in	ways	that	only	
he	could.	

This	morning	I	want	to	focus	on	another	story	of	God	moving	in	power	in	the	life	
of	someone	to	accomplish	his	plan	for	restoring	the	world	to	himself.	Before	we	
get	to	our	Old	Testament	passage	from	Genesis	32	let	me	give	a	brief	background	
to	our	story,	which	actually	begins	in	Genesis	27.	

Jacob	had	not	seen	his	brother	Esau,	in	over	20	years	and	he	was	not	sure	what	
was	going	to	happen	when	they	met	again.	Many	years	earlier	Jacob	tricked	his	
brother	out	of	his	birthright	and	stole	the	blessing	that	was	the	right	of	the	first-
born.	Because	of	this	Esau	was	planning	to	kill	Jacob	but	their	mother,	Rebekah	
found	out	about	Esau’s	plan	and	she	arranged	to	have	his	father,	Isaac,	send	
Jacob	away	to	live	among	her	relatives	in	a	distant	land.	Along	the	way	he	had	
stopped	to	sleep	and	in	Genesis	28:	12–15	we	read,		

And	he	dreamed,	and	behold,	there	was	a	ladder	set	up	on	the	earth,	and	
the	top	of	it	reached	to	heaven.	And	behold,	the	angels	of	God	were	
ascending	and	descending	on	it!	13	And	behold,	the	Lord	stood	above	it	and	
said,	“I	am	the	Lord,	the	God	of	Abraham	your	father	and	the	God	of	
Isaac.	The	land	on	which	you	lie	I	will	give	to	you	and	to	your	
offspring.	14	Your	offspring	shall	be	like	the	dust	of	the	earth,	and	you	shall	
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spread	abroad	to	the	west	and	to	the	east	and	to	the	north	and	to	the	
south,	and	in	you	and	your	offspring	shall	all	the	families	of	the	earth	be	
blessed.	15	Behold,	I	am	with	you	and	will	keep	you	wherever	you	go,	
and	will	bring	you	back	to	this	land.	For	I	will	not	leave	you	until	I	have	
done	what	I	have	promised	you.		

Jacob’s	response	upon	waking	is	important	because	it	will	help	us	better	
understand	of	who	he	was	and	who	he	was	to	become	from	our	passage		this	
morning.	

Then	Jacob	made	a	vow,	saying,	“If	God	will	be	with	me	and	will	keep	me	
in	this	way	that	I	go,	and	will	give	me	bread	to	eat	and	clothing	to	
wear,	21	so	that	I	come	again	to	my	father's	house	in	peace,	then	the	
Lord	shall	be	my	God,	22	and	this	stone,	which	I	have	set	up	for	a	pillar,	
shall	be	God's	house.	And	of	all	that	you	give	me	I	will	give	a	full	tenth	to	
you.	

It	had	started	out	as	a	journey	to	avoid	being	killed	and	to	find	a	wife	suitable	to	
his	parents	but	had	now	become	a	religious	pilgrimage.	He	now	had	the	
assurance	of	God’s	promise	to	provide	protection	and	aid	in	his	quest.	When	the	
Lord	had	made	his	covenants	with	Abraham	and	Isaac	he	had	made	the	fulfillment	
of	the	promises	contingent	on	their	faithful	obedience	to	his	commands.	However	
Jacob	makes	his	worship	of	the	Lord	conditional	on	the	Lord’s	fulfillment	of	his	
promises.	I	remember	thinking	to	myself	when	I	first	read	this	story	how	brazen	
Jacob	was	in	telling	God	that	if	he	would	keep	his	promise	then	Jacob	would	
worship	him.	However,	later	I	realized	that	the	important	part	of	the	story	was	
the	absolute	mercy	and	grace	that	God	was	showing	to	Jacob	in	spite	of	his	
arrogance.	God	knew	what	would	transpire	in	Jacob’s	life	and	what	would	need	to	
happen	to	bring	him	to	a	right	relationship	with	God.	God	kept	his	promise	to	
Jacob	and	blessed	all	that	he	did	and	when	he	left	the	land	of	his	father-in-law	
Laban	he	took	with	him	two	wives,	eleven	children,	servants,	flocks,	herds	and	
camels.	

Now	after	many	years	Jacob	was	returning	back	to	the	land	of	his	Father	and	
Grandfather,	Abraham,	and	he	was	afraid	that	his	brother	might	still	try	to	kill	
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him.	It’s	very	important	to	note	that	the	reason	Jacob	is	returning	home	is	that	
God	had	told	him	to.	Genesis	31:3,		

Then	the	Lord	said	to	Jacob,	‘Return	to	the	land	of	your	fathers	and	to	
your	kindred	and	I	will	be	with	you’	

Let’s	return	to	our	Old	Testament	lesson	from	Genesis	32.	We	read	that	Jacob	
sends	servants	ahead	of	him	to	inform	Esau	that	he	was	coming	in	peace	and	
showing	his	great	wealth	that	he	wanted	to	share	with	his	brother.	His	servants	
return	and	tell	him	that	they	found	Esau	and	he	is	coming	to	meet	Jacob	and	
bringing	with	him	four	hundred	men.	I’m	guessing	that	this	news	confirmed	for	
him	his	greatest	fear	that	Esau	was	still	angry	and	planned	to	keep	his	vow	to	kill	
Jacob.	

The	same	night	he	arose	and	took	his	two	wives,	his	two	female	servants,	
and	his	eleven	children,	and	crossed	the	ford	of	the	Jabbok.23	He	took	them	
and	sent	them	across	the	stream,	and	everything	else	that	he	had.	24	And	
Jacob	was	left	alone.	And	a	man	wrestled	with	him	until	the	breaking	of	
the	day.	

The	situation	looks	hopeless	and	he	knows	that	he	can’t	bargain	or	deceive	his	
way	out	this	time.	There	is	nowhere	to	turn,	in	front	of	him	is	Esau	and	behind	
him	is	his	past:	the	lies,	the	deceptions,	the	stolen	blessing,	the	home	he	left	
behind.	He	can’t	go	back	to	Laban	and	his	wives	family	because	things	had	been	
really	heating	up	there	and	there	was	the	command	of	God	to	return	back	to	the	
land	of	his	fathers	and	kindred.	All	Jacob	can	do	is	face	what	is	before	him	and	
hope	that	it	will	work	out.	It	seems	that	Jacob	was	being	obedient	to	the	
command	of	God	to	go	back	home	but	he	had	forgotten	that	God	had	promised	
to	be	with	him.	Jacob	had	changed	from	the	kind	of	man	that	he	was	when	he	
first	encountered	God.	He	was	now	a	loving	father,	and	was	being	obedient	to	the	
Lord	in	returning	home	and	he	now	was	more	humble	than	before.	Listen	to	his	
prayer	in	Gen.	32:10,	
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I	am	not	worthy	of	the	least	of	all	the	deeds	of	steadfast	love	and	all	the	
faithfulness	that	you	have	shown	to	your	servant,	for	with	only	my	staff	I	
crossed	this	Jordan,	and	now	I	have	become	two	camps.	

However,	though	he	had	changed,	he	was	still	in	bondage	to	the	sin	of	self-
dependence.	Rather	than	trusting	God	was	seeking	to	find	a	way	to	appease	the	
anger	of	Esau	rather	than	trusting	the	promise	of	God.		

So	Jacob	finds	himself	alone	at	the	crossing	point	of	the	river	Jabbok	which	means	
literally,	“emptying”.	I	think	that	seemed	an	apt	place	for	him	to	be	because	Jacob	
stripped	of	all	of	his	possessions	and	prestige	now	had	time	to	think	and	try	to	
figure	out	a	way	of	escape.	It	was	at	this	point	that	“a	man	wrestled	with	him	
until	the	breaking	of	the	day.”	Jacob	may	have	been	planning	to	sit	and	think	and	
possibly	pray	but	God	had	something	much	more	important	in	mind	for	him.	
Notice	that	it	doesn’t	say	that	Jacob	wrestled	with	a	man	but	that	a	man	wrestled	
with	him	until	the	breaking	of	the	day.	I	don’t	know	how	many	of	you	have	been	
in	a	wrestling	match	or	any	kind	of	fight	but	it	is	exhausting	if	it	goes	on	for	five	
minutes.	I	can’t	imagine	a	wrestling	match	that	goes	on	all	night	but	it	shows	the	
intensity	of	the	situation	and	the	determination	of	Jacob	to	win.	

When	the	man	saw	that	he	did	not	prevail	against	Jacob,	he	touched	his	
hip	socket,	and	Jacob's	hip	was	put	out	of	joint	as	he	wrestled	with	
him.	26	Then	he	said,	“Let	me	go,	for	the	day	has	broken.	

This	all	night	struggle	symbolized	what	Jacob’s	life	had	been	so	far,	a	struggle	with	
people	and	with	God	in	order	to	get	his	own	way.	It	appeared	that	the	two	men	
were	evenly	matched	until	the	man	touched	Jacob’s	hip	and	dislocated	it.	It	was	
as	if	God	allowed	Jacob	to	give	Him	his	best	shot	and	then	showed	his	complete	
superiority	with	a	single	touch.		

I	can	remember	when	my	kids	were	little	that	we	would	wrestle	on	the	floor	and	
they	would	appear	to	pin	me	to	the	ground	and	I	would	have	to	concede	that	they	
were	way	too	strong	for	me.	Obviously	I	could	have	easily	gotten	up	when	I	
wanted	but	I	was	more	concerned	about	the	closeness	of	relationship	rather	than	
proving	that	a	220	lb.	man	could	overcome	a	40	lb.	child.	When	God	showed	up	as	



5	
	

a	man	and	attacked	Jacob	he	was	coming	to	him	in	a	way	that	Jacob	could	
understand.	By	allowing	him	to	wrestle	all	night	he	was	also	showing	Jacob	that	
he	was	relational	and	willing	to	be	wrestled	with	but	ultimately	God	would	prevail	
and	Jacob	would	need	to	submit	to	the	will	of	God.		

I	can	remember	being	taught	that	this	story	was	an	example	of	persevering	
prayer.	The	point	being	that	if	we	hang	on	long	enough	that	God	will	grant	our	
request.	This	is	clearly	seen	in	our	gospel	reading	for	this	morning	from	Luke	
18:1–8	about	the	unrighteous	judge	and	the	persistent	widow.	The	idea	seems	to	
be	that	persisting	in	prayer	even	moves	someone	who	doesn’t	care	about	us	or	
our	needs,	so	how	much	more	will	“God	give	justice	to	the	elect	who	cry	out	to	
him	day	and	night.”	We	shouldn’t	understand	this	to	mean	that	we	can	only	
receive	answers	from	God	if	we	wrestle	them	from	him,	as	though	he	were	
reluctant	to	give	to	those	who	ask.	

Both	of	these	passages	probably	have	less	to	do	with	the	official	act	of	prayer	but	
about	developing	a	faithful	relationship	with	God	as	the	answer	to	our	needs.	I	
suspect	that	we	need	to	understand	the	point	of	these	two	examples	as	not	being	
so	much	about	the	way	that	we	approach	God	as	an	encouragement	that	we	
should,	because	he	wants	to	deepen	the	relationship	that	we	have	with	him.	
Remember	it	was	God	who	came	to	Jacob	and	put	him	into	the	position	of	
wrestling	with	him.	God	desired	to	move	in	him	to	change	him	into	the	man	that	
God	intended	for	him	to	be.	

By	crossing	the	Jabbok,	Jacob	was	going	to	be	entering	into	Esau’s	territory,	but	
God	saw	something	even	more	significant	than	that.	By	crossing	the	Jabbok,	Jacob	
would	be	entering	into	the	land	that	God	had	sworn	to	give	to	Abraham’s	
descendants—the	Promised	Land.	God	wasn’t	about	to	allow	Jacob	to	enter	the	
promised	land,	the	land	of	His	blessing	or	favor,	on	his	own	terms	or	in	his	own	
strength.	Their	relationship	had	to	change.	Remember	when	Jacob	first	
encountered	God	and	received	a	promise	of	God’s	blessing	he	arrogantly	
responded	that	if	God	kept	his	word	then	Jacob	would	make	him	his	God.	Often	
God	puts	up	with	this	kind	of	foolishness	when	we	first	encounter	him	but	there	
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comes	a	point	where	he	steps	in	and	brings	the	needed	correction	and	change	
into	our	lives.	

The	needed	correction	for	Jacob	begins	when	the	man	(God)	dislocates	his	hip	
thereby	rendering	the	verdict	as	to	who	was	going	to	win	this	fight.																																										
Even	though	he	is	wounded	and	the	fight	is	clearly	over	Jacob	will	not	let	go	of	the	
man.	At	this	point	Jacob	has	realized	that	this	is	no	ordinary	man	but	that	God	
himself	has	found	a	way	to	come	to	him.	Perhaps	he	remembered	the	stories	
from	his	grandfather	Abraham	of	the	Angel	of	the	Lord	coming	to	him	at	the	Oaks	
of	Mamre	or	the	many	stories	of	God	appearing	to	Abraham	and	making	a	
covenant	with	him.	It’s	interesting	that	God	chooses	a	different	way	of	coming	in	
every	story	that	we	read	in	the	Old	Testament.	A	burning	bush	for	Moses	that	
symbolized	the	purifying	presence	of	God	but	this	time	God	chooses	to	appear	as	
hidden	and	mysterious	but	still	leaves	no	doubt	in	Jacob’s	mind	who	he	has	been	
struggling	with.	Jacob	holds	on	because	for	the	first	time	in	his	life	he	knows	that	
his	only	hope	is	in	God	and	without	his	blessing	he	will	die.	So	he	holds	on	even	
though	the	man	tells	him	to	let	go	because	even	though	he	has	lost	the	fight	he	
can	still	hold	on	

But	Jacob	said,	“I	will	not	let	you	go	unless	you	bless	me.”	27	And	he	said	to	
him,	“What	is	your	name?”	And	he	said,	“Jacob.”	28	Then	he	said,	“Your	
name	shall	no	longer	be	called	Jacob,	but	Israel,	for	you	have	striven	with	
God	and	with	men,	and	have	prevailed	

It	might	seem	odd	for	God	to	ask	Jacob	his	name	because	surely	he	knows	the	
name	of	the	one	that	he	has	intentionally	attacked.	The	question	is	for	Jacob	to	
answer,	as	a	way	of	admitting	who	he	was.	In	the	Hebrew	names	had	meaning	
and	Jacob	knew	the	meaning	of	his	name	and	perhaps	he	felt	ashamed	to	have	to	
admit	that	he	had	lived	up	to	the	name,	which	basically	was	that	of	a	deceiver,	
con-man,	cheater.	Sometimes	it’s	hard	to	have	to	face	who	you	really	are	which	is	
often	not	who	you	pretend	to	be.	God	knew	Jacob’s	life	story	but	he	also	knew	
who	he	was	going	to	be	and	that	would	require	a	new	name.	

God	had	allowed	twenty	years	to	go	by	from	the	time	Jacob	left	the	land	of	his	
father	to	the	time	that	he	returned.	Jacob	had	struggled,	planned,	out	
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maneuvered	and	fought	to	obtain	all	the	things	that	he	now	possessed	but	none	
of	that	mattered	as	he	returned	to	deal	with	who	he	had	been.	Only	God	could	
save	him	not	just	from	Esau	but	also	from	the	shame	and	embarrassment	of	all	
that	he	had	done.	His	first	encounter	with	God	came	in	a	dream	and	he	
misunderstood	the	nature,	power	and	glory	of	the	God	who	had	revealed	himself	
first	to	his	grandfather	Abraham,	then	to	his	father	Isaac	and	then	to	Jacob.	This	
second	encounter	was	up	close	and	very	personal	and	it	meant	that	Jacob	would	
need	to	change	forever.	An	encounter	with	God	always	does	that.	God	tells	Jacob	
that	he	would	no	longer	be	the	man	he	once	was	but	would	be	who	God	intended	
him	to	be	and	his	name	would	now	be	Israel—which	means	“God	prevails”.		Even	
though	Jacob	had	put	up	a	mighty	defense	ultimately	God	showed	him	how	
powerless	he	was	against	him.		

Throughout	the	Old	Testament	Jacob’s	new	name,	Israel,	would	stand	for	the	
people	of	God’s	own	possession.	In	the	same	way	that	Jacob	had	needed	an	
encounter	with	God	to	transform	his	life,	so	it	would	be	for	all	who	follow	in	his	
example.	The	prophet	Hosea	refers	to	the	example	of	Jacob	as	a	way	of	explaining	
how	God	was	charging	Israel	with	unfaithfulness.	Jacob	is	pointed	to	as	the	
example	of	wisdom	as	one	who	clung	to	God	even	though	injured	and	would	not	
let	go	until	he	found	his	blessing.	Then	all	Israel	is	summoned	to	return	again	to	
God	as	their	ancestor	had	done.	Hosea	12:	2–6;		

The	Lord	has	an	indictment	against	Judah	and	will	punish	Jacob	according	
to	his	ways;	
he	will	repay	him	according	to	his	deeds.3	In	the	womb	he	took	his	brother	
by	the	heel,	and	in	his	manhood	he	strove	with	God.4	He	strove	with	the	
angel	and	prevailed;	he	wept	and	sought	his	favor.	He	met	God	at	Bethel,	
and	there	God	spoke	with	us—5	the	Lord,	the	God	of	hosts,	the	Lord	is	his	
memorial	name:	
6	“So	you,	by	the	help	of	your	God,	return,	hold	fast	to	love	and	justice,	
				and	wait	continually	for	your	God	

If	only	Israel	had	remembered	this	story	and	lived	by	its	example,	then	they	could	
have	had	the	joy	of	the	blessings	that	God	was	willing	to	pour	out	upon	them.	

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hosea+12%3A+2%E2%80%936&version=NIV
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Then	Jacob	asked	him,	“Please	tell	me	your	name.”	But	he	said,	“Why	is	it	
that	you	ask	my	name?”	And	there	he	blessed	him.	30	So	Jacob	called	the	
name	of	the	place	Peniel,	saying,	“For	I	have	seen	God	face	to	face,	and	
yet	my	life	has	been	delivered.”	31	The	sun	rose	upon	him	as	he	
passed	Peniel,	limping	because	of	his	hip	

Again,	in	Hebrew	a	person’s	name	reveals	their	character	and	Jacob	is	asking	God	
to	reveal	who	he	is	in	this	moment.	Throughout	the	Old	Testament	God	often	
revealed	a	part	of	his	nature	by	the	names	by	which	he	identified	himself.	For	
instance	El	Shaddai	(Lord	God	Almighty);	Adonai	(Lord,	Master);	Yahweh	(Lord,	
Jehovah);	Jehovah	Shalom	(The	Lord	is	Peace);	Jehovah	Shammah	(The	Lord	is	
There).	Each	of	these	names	reflected	another	attribute	of	God’s	nature	and	
character.	In	this	case	it	God	did	not	need	to	reveal	his	name	because	Jacob	was	
the	one	with	the	new	name	and	a	lifelong	limp	to	prove	what	God	wanted	him	to	
know:		that	God	prevails.	

Jacob/Israel	now	could	see	the	significance	of	the	dream	that	he	had	at	Bethel.	
The	ladder	coming	down	from	Heaven	was	revealing	that	God	was	inviting	him	to	
have	access	to	the	Father	and	continuing	the	relationship	begun	by	God	with	his	
grandfather	Abraham.	Jacob/Israel	would	find	out	that	God	keeps	his	word.	The	
next	morning	when	Esau	shows	up	with	his	four	hundred	men	he	jumps	off	his	
horse	and	embraces	Jacob.	All	is	well—God	has	prevailed.	

When	we	read	stories	of	God’s	faithfulness	it	should	encourage	us	to	be	faithful	
to	his	Word	even	when	things	look	impossible.	In	our	Epistle	reading	this	morning	
from	2	Timothy	3	Paul	exhorts	Timothy,	

But	as	for	you,	continue	in	what	you	have	learned	and	have	firmly	
believed,	knowing	from	whom	you	learned	it	15	and	how	from	childhood	
you	have	been	acquainted	with	the	sacred	writings,	which	are	able	to	
make	you	wise	for	salvation	through	faith	in	Christ	Jesus.	16	All	Scripture	is	
breathed	out	by	God	and	profitable	for	teaching,	for	reproof,	for	
correction,	and	for	training	in	righteousness,	17	that	the	man	of	God	may	
be	complete,	equipped	for	every	good	work.	

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2Timothy+3&version=NIV


9	
	

So	what	is	our	take	away	this	morning	from	this	story?		I	believe	there	are	three	
things	that	stand	out	to	me.	

1. When	we	first	become	aware	of	God	we	are	immature	in	our	faith	and	he	is	
gracious	and	patient	with	us	as	we	grow.	However	the	time	comes	when	
foolishness	and	immaturity	will	be	dealt	with	as	will	sins	that	are	not	dealt	
with.	I	remember	a	popular	teaching	years	ago	called	the	“Carnal	Christian	
Doctrine”.	The	idea	is	that	some	people	never	mature	and	they	just	keep	on	
living	the	same	way	but	they	are	still	Christians	and	God	understands.	You	
know—live	and	let	live.	It’s	a	lie	and	the	lesson	at	Jabbock	is	that	God	
delivers	us	from	besetting	sins	by	changing	our	character.	He	will	come	
after	us	as	any	good	Father	would.		

2. One	of	the	greatest	miracles	that	God	performs	in	our	lives	is	creating	
circumstances	that	make	us	dependent	on	him.	It	is	in	those	times	that	we	
experience	God’s	mercy	and	love	the	most.		

3. When	we	choose	to	walk	faithfully	with	God	he	opens	up	the	gates	of	
Heaven	and	we	have	full	access	to	our	God	and	we	can	experience	all	that	
his	word	promises	ie;	peace	and	joy	with	Him,	certainty	of	our	ultimate	
future	(	not	necessarily	the	immediate),	the	power	of	His	Holy	Spirit,	
contentment	not	found	in	anything	else.		

Remember	the	promise	of	our	Psalm	this	morning:	Psalm	121:1–8	

I	lift	up	my	eyes	to	the	hills.	From	where	does	my	help	come?	
My	help	comes	from	the	Lord,	who	made	heaven	and	earth.																																																													
He	will	not	let	your	foot	be	moved;	he	who	keeps	you	will	not	slumber.	
Behold,	he	who	keeps	Israel	will	neither	slumber	nor	sleep.																																																
The	Lord	is	your	keeper;	the	Lord	is	your	shade	on	your	right	hand.	
The	sun	shall	not	strike	you	by	day,	nor	the	moon	by	night.																																	
The	Lord	will	keep	you	from	all	evil;	he	will	keep	your	life.	
The	Lord	will	keep	your	going	out	and	your	coming	in	
				from	this	time	forth	and	forevermore.	

In	the	Name	of	the	Father,	Son	and	Holy	Spirit!		Amen.	
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