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Good morning! 

For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Michael Chase. 
My wife Carrie and I have been at or affiliated with St. John’s for 
many years. Carrie’s family has been attending St. John’s for 
several generations, and I began attending when I was in high 
school. Carrie and I met and were married at SJE and for the first 
three years of our marriage I was the youth pastor before 
heading off to Regent College in Vancouver for my M.Div.  

Life has been quite the twisty road since then. After finishing at 
Regent I spent two years planting an Anglican church in 
Downtown Vancouver, then we ended up in Wenatchee, WA for a 
short sabbatical season before moving to Prince Albert, SK where 
I pastored four very small rural churches. We moved back to 
Edmonton three years ago, and since then I have variously been 
a stay at home dad, the priest at St. George’s Anglican church at 
the UofA and a laborer with a commercial construction company. 
In three and a half weeks I start medical school at the UofA, 
which is a very long story, for another time. As I said, quite the 
twisty road.  

But that’s enough about me, now I want to turn and focus on the 
first of the three texts we heard this morning: Genesis 32:22-31.  
Whenever I’m given the option of preaching on any of the 
Sunday’s lectionary texts, I usually gravitate towards the new 
testament or the gospel, just because It’s often easier to do 
without delving too deeply into the larger narrative.  
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But not this week. 

There’s something about this account of Jacob with the man that 
made me unable to turn away from it.  

It’s one of those foundational stories, the ones that have 
embedded themselves into our biblical consciousness,  

one that many of us will have heard before, perhaps many 
times,  

but one that we rarely stop to look at closely to 
ask:  

“what’s really going on here.” 

And I think it’s because it’s simultaneously such a great story and 
so mysterious.  

Who is this man that Jacob is wrestling with?  

An angel?  

Or God himself?  

Why is Jacob wrestling with him?  

What does it mean to be blessed?  
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And the even more central question of:  

What is so important about his name?  

And so it’s these questions, and some others along the way, that I 
hope we’ll be able to look at this morning.  

And my hope is that we’ll see just what a remarkable 
event this really is and the significance of it for all of us.  

So, if you’ve got a Bible handy, grab it and open it up to Genesis 
32 beginning at verse 22.  

How I”m going to go about this is simply to walk through he 
account of the event, and where It’s necessary, I’ll try to draw us 
back to pertinent moments in Jacob’s past to understand what’s 
going on here.  

Make sense? Perfect.  

Verse 22:  

The same night he got up and took his two wives, his two 
maids, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the 
Jabbok. 23 He took them and sent them across the stream, 
and likewise everything that he had.  
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Jacob is on a journey back to his homeland — back to the land of 
Abraham and Isaac, back to the land, even more importantly, of 
his brother Esau.  

He’s been away for many years.  

And he left for two main reasons:  

First, he left to find a wife and, indeed he did. Not 
just one, four of them in fact: Rachel, Leah, Bilhah 
and Zilpah.  

And with them he has had 11 sons so far.  

The second reason he left, and one might say the 
more pressing reason, was that he was fleeing his 
brother Esau who was bent on killing him. 

Now, before you start thinking what a horrible guy Esau 
must have been, you really need to hear what it was that 
Jacob did.  

Jacob and Esau were twins.  

Esau was born first, and Jacob second, and Jacob 
came out holding onto Esau’ heel.  

And that’s precisely what “Jacob” means:  
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“He takes by the heel” 

Which is just a more poetic way of 
saying: 

“He cheats” 

And that’s exactly what Jacob did. Twice. 

And I don’t just mean that he cheated to 
win at a game of monopoly like I did to my 
brothers when I was a kid.  

He cheated Esau out of his birthright.  

Ancient near eastern culture, like much of western culture 
that derived from it, was a culture of primogentiure, that 
is, the right of the first born child to inherit everything — 
the land, the money, the title, and in the case of Abraham, 
and Isaac, the blessing of God. 

And so Esau, having been born first, stood to inherit that 
from his father Isaac.  

But Jacob steals in from Esau.  

The first instance is when Jacob is cooking some delicious lentil 
stew, and Esau comes in from hunting exhausted and on the 
verge of death from hunger.  
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And Jacob, being Jacob, tells him that if he promises to 
give him his birthright, that he will give Esau some stew 
and bread.  

And Esau thinking, well, what good is my birthright if I’m 
dead, agrees to the deal.  

Nice guy this Jacob. Honest. Upright.  

The second instance is on his father Isaac’s death bed, and even 
though this one is even worse, really its just the actual playing 
out of the trade that happened in the first instance — stew for 
birthright.  

The story goes like this:  

Isaac is dying and calls Esau into his room and tells him to 
go and hunt game , make some delicious food out of that 
game, bring it to Isaac so that he can eat it and then Isaac 
will bless Esau before he dies.  

But Rebekah, their mother, overhears this.  

Now Rebekah always loved Jacob more than she loved 
Esau. So she connives a plan for Jacob to sneak in before 
Esau can get back and to steal his father’s blessing.  
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Rebekah makes some delicious food that Isaac loves, and 
her plan is for Jacob to take it to him, and since he’s blind, 
he’ll think Esau has brought the food and he’ll bless 
Jacob in his place.  

Genius!  

But Jacob sees a few holes in the plan.  

One of the problems is that Jacob is a smooth 
man while Esau is apparently a hairy beast.   

Because she wraps Jacob in goat hides, even on 
his hands and the back of his neck so that if Isaac 
touches him, he will think that this hairy skin 
belongs to Esau.  

She also realizes that they’ll smell different, so she 
dresses him in Esau’s clothes.  

Perfect. A disguise worthy of one of a great heist 
movie.  

And so Jacob carries in the food and gives it to Isaac and 
says, “My father.” 

And Isaac says:  

“Here I am. Who are you, my son?” 
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And Jacob says:  

“I am Esau, your firstborn. Now sit up and eat 
so you can bless me.”  

But even though he’s close to death, he’s still with 
it.  

He wonders how Esau could have caught game 
this fast and made food from it.  

And Jacob lies again:  

“The Lord gave me success.” 

But Isaac is still not biting.  

He says: “Come near me so I can feel you, to know if 
you are really my son Esau.” 

And so Jacob does, and Isaac feels him and says that 
even though he sounds like Jacob he feels like Esau.  

But Isaac still senses something awry.  

So he asks him again: 

“Are you really my son Esau?” 
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And Jacob lies again and says: “I am.” 

And so he eats the food.  

But when he’s done, he says:  

“Come near and kiss me, my son."  

And so Jacob does, and Isaac smelled the smell of Esau’s 
garments and the trickery was complete.  

Isaac blessed Jacob instead of Esau.  

After it’s all over, Esau finally returns with the game and makes 
the food and takes it to his father and it’s then that they both 
realize what Jacob has done.  

But at this point, it’s too late. Isaac tells Esau that he’s 
already given his blessing to Jacob and there’s nothing he 
can do about it.  

Esau is justifiably furious and plots to kill Jacob once Isaac has 
died.  

And so, as I already said, Jacob flees.  
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But someday, he will have to come back. The blessing of God to 
his father and to his father’s father was to make him into a 
people, to give him a name, and a land tat he might be a 
blessing to all nations.  

And if part of the promise and the blessing is land, then 
he’s going to have to come back and face his brother.  

The brother he so viciously cheated and stole 
from.  

The bother who has vowed to kill him.  

And so let’s jump back to our text.  

It is the eve of the meeting with his brother.  

He’s been on this journey back for many days, and really, for 
many years.  

He’s made all the physical preparations he can.  

He’s sent emissaries ahead and discovered that Esau is 
coming to meet him with 400 men and he’s terrified that 
he’s going to attack his camp.  

So Jacob divides his household in two. So that if they 
attack one camp, theater half of his household can flee.  
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And he’s sent a few groups ahead of his with elaborate 
gifts for his brother, hoping to assuage his anger and 
garner a better reception.  

But now he’s done everything he can do, as the writer of Genesis 
tells us in verse 24: “Jacob was left alone.” 

And it’s here that the story takes it’s mysterious turn. The writer 
tells us: 

“and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 25 When the 
man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck him 
on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he 
wrestled with him. 

And we’re left with all these questions:  

Were they physically wrestling?  

It would seem so, since he puts his hip out of joint.  

But if he’s able to do that with his touch, this is no 
ordinary man.  

I think we have to assume from what happens later 
in the story, that this is God himself. Although I 
don’t know if Jacob knows that for sure yet.  
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And if that’s the case, why isn’t he able to prevail against 
Jacob?  

Surely, he’s letting him win.  

Really what I think is going on is that God wants to see if Jacob 
has any fight left in him.  

Jacob has always been a fighter.  

From the moment he came out of the womb, he came out 
combatant, clinging on, desperate to be something.  

But even though he’s always been a fighter, he been a 
dishonorable, dishonest, conniving, scheming, cheating 
sort of fighter.  

And I think God is wrestling with him to see if he has any of that 
left, but if it’s been redeemed.  

Does he want to change?  

Does he turn away from how he once was?  

And the man isn’t able to prevail.  

And more than that, it’s Jacob who actually keeps holding him 
there.  
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In verse 26 the man says: “Let me go, for the day is 
breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless 
you bless me.” 

And then we get to the climax of the passage.  

The man says: “what is your name?” 

Now here is a crazy questions if I’ve ever heard one. 

The man came and wrestled with Jacob. It would seem on 
purpose. I don’t think he just happened to be walking by 
and stumbled into his tent and into an all night wrestling 
match. and then in the morning remembered to ask him 
his name.  

This is God himself. He knows Jacob’s name.  

So why does he ask him? 

Because he’s giving Jacob the chance to reenact his encounter 
with Isaac.  

On the night that Jacob schemed to deceive his father Isaac and 
cheated Esau of his blessing, Isaac asks him “Who are you?”  

And Jacob responds: “I am Esau.” 
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And then he asks him again:  

Are you really my son Esau?  

And Jacob says: “I am.” 

He lied to his father twice.  

He wanted to steal the blessing from his father so badly that he 
lied and cheated and deceived.  

But now, after all these years, God is giving him the chance make 
a new declaration.  

He asks him, “What is your name?” And this time he answers 
truthfully for perhaps the first time in his life: “Jacob” 

I am the one who takes by the heel.  

I am the one who cheats.  

It’s such a beautiful moment.  

Jacob finally acknowledges before God who he is, how 
he’s lived and what he’s done.  

And in so doing, he’s turning away from it.  
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At its heart this is a story of repentance.  

He finally owns his name, his past.  

This is what repentance is.  

It’s to name what we’ve been, and how we’ve acted and 
then to turn from it.  

And I don’t think it’s just Jacob who gets these sorts of 
opportunities. 

I believe that God gives us all these moments again and again to 
make a new and and more true decision. And I don’t mean in big 
ways, although there are certainly instances like that, I mean in 
little ways.  

Every day, multiple times a day we have chances for repentance. 
To turn from our old ways. The the old man. The old Adam. the 
old Eve. And to be clothed with Christ.  

I’ve been home with our kids for the last couple of month since 
Carrie went back to work, and there have been too many days 
when I’ve thought what a terrible parent I am.  

That I’m not patient enough. That I’m not engaged 
enough. That I haven’t prioritized them enough.  
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And everyday I think it’s going to be better today.  

And almost everyday, it’s the same.  

But there are moments. Moments when I give a different 
answer. A better and truer answer and I know that all is 
not lost.  

I can still repent. I still need to repent.  

And what’s so wonderful about this moment with Jacob is that 
finally now that he’s owned his own name, God gives him a new 
one.  

“You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you 
have striven with God and with humans, and have 
prevailed.”  

And it’s here that the relationship begins afresh.  

I once heard Eugene Peterson say:  

“Names are the very basic life-giving term in language. 
You say a person’s name and it means something. 
Because there is relationship then. Until there is a name, 
there is no relationship.” 

That’s what I think of when I think of this passage.  
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The importance of name to relationship and we’ll see this play 
out two more times as we wrap up.  

Let’s keep reading:  

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.  

On the surface this sort of sounds like God is refusing Jacob the 
same intimacy with him that he has with Jacob. 

That if name’s are essential to relationship, then this one’s 
going to be one sided.  

But the more I’ve thought about it the more I don’t think that 
that’s what’s happening here.  

I don’t believe that this is God saying you don’t get to 
know my name, but rather, “Why do you even need to 
ask? Don’t you know who I am?” 

And in the refusal you can hear the echos of what 
God will later tell Moses when he asks him who he 
should tell the Israelites has sent him.  

The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of 
Jacob, has sent me to you.’This is my name 
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forever, and thus I am to be remembered 
throughout all generations.” 

Why do you even need to ask who I am. The blessing says it all. 
You are joining your father Abraham and Isaac in sharing in the 
blessing.  

And thus in a sense, in this encounter God’s name changes as 
well.  

He is no longer just the God of Abraham and Isaac. He is the 
God of Jacob as well. 

It is not, after all, a one way relationship.  

This is the result of repentance.  

To turn towards God is immediately to be called son and 
daughter.  

And God to be our Father.  

Now, that’s not to say that this will be easy, and that’s what’s so 
beautiful about how the passage ends:    

So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God 
face to face, and yet my life is preserved.” 31 The sun rose 
upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his hip. 
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Again we have a name. The name of the place.  

Relationship to God. Relationship to land and place.  

This is important. The places we find ourselves are 
important. They have to be taken seriously because they 
too are part of who we are.  

The encounter changes us. It costs us something. 

Jacob leaves with the sun upon, but limping.  

It’s such a wonderful image.   

And so how to sum this all up, because we’ve covered a lot of 
ground.  

I think it would be to say this.  

We need to learn the magnitude of the grace God gives 
us in the monotony.  

In the repetition of everyday acts, the little 
moments in relationships, the encounters that 
we’ve had before and the opportunities God gives 
us to choose differently when we face them again. 
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To repent.  

To daily, moment by moment, turn away from our 
old ways and instead be clothed with Christ.  

And the only way to do this is to be trained to see the 
world differently. 

To see our constant failure as the grace to choose 
differently the next time.  

Amen.  

   

  

  

 


