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“Sorrow and Struggle” / Genesis 32:22-31 / Romans 9:1-5  

Most of you may recall that two weeks ago, we spoke about Jacob’s dream, with the angels 
going up and down a ladder – along with some excellent thespian portrayals.  Just to review 
where we are regarding this morning’s reading:  

 
Abraham and Sarah receive the promise 

 
They take matters into their own hands, Abraham and Sarah’s maid Hagar have a son, 
Ishmael 

 

Abraham and Sarah listen to God once again, and Isaac is born 

 

Isaac has twin sons by his wife Rebekah – Esau is born first, with Jacob coming second 
holding onto his leg 

 

Esau sells his birthright to Jacob for a bowl of soup  

 

Isaac blesses Jacob – Jacob tricks his blind father by wearing one of Esau’s coats  

 

Esau’s lost blessing  

 

Jacob escapes Esau’s fury  

 

Jacob’s dream at Bethel – Jacob is a wanderer, a man on the run…  

 

Jacob marries Leah and Rachel  

 

Jacob’s flocks increase / Jacob’s father-in-law Laban is jealous, sets out to destroy Jacob  

 

Jacob flees from Laban / Laban pursues Jacob, they reconcile  

 

Jacob prepares to meet Esau – to appease him, Jacob sends a multitude of flocks, herds, 
and produce over   

It is so fascinating to see the folks God chooses to carry out his plan!  Here we have Jacob, 
grandson of Abraham, father of us all – he may be one of the patriarchs, but he also is a liar, a 
trickster, and a deceiver.  But is a wealthy one!  Here we are the night before he comes face to 
face with his brother, whom he tricked out of his inheritance over a bowl of soup!  

Genesis 32:22-31: 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.  24 Jacob was left alone; 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.  26 Then he said, "Let 
me go, for the day is breaking." But Jacob said, "I will not let you go, unless you bless me."  27 

So he said to him, "What is your name?" And he said, "Jacob."  28 Then the man said, "You shall 
no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have 
prevailed."  29 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 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.  

Just to confirm, this is the first time the word Israel appears in Scripture – it means “God’s 
fighter” He who struggles with God – so, Jacob is about to meet with his brother, but before that 
meeting, he has another encounter, one with a stranger.  Most scholars believe that Jacob actually 
wrestled with a man – some say it was an angel, some say it might have been Esau himself.  
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Others say it is simply a metaphor, Jacob wrestling with himself.  On the other hand, God can 
make Christ incarnate, so certainly God can come down from heaven and wrestle with Jacob!   
Regardless how we look at it, Jacob has been in turmoil his entire life, from the moment he was 
born grabbing his brother’s ankle!  He had struggles with his brother, his father, his father-in-
law, and now, God.  And yet, Jacob is still hanging on, asking this “stranger” to bless him.  We 
now know that it was God himself – Jacob has told us so much!  

Let’s look at what happens:  Verse 26 – Jacob has the upper hand, and he asks for a blessing – 
we have known since chapter 27 he will do anything for a blessing!  Verses 27-28 – the stranger 
has the upper hand. God asks him his name, and Jacob tells him.  Then God gives Jacob a new 
name and a new identity.  Verse 29 is an act of incredible boldness – here he is, hanging onto 
God, and Jacob asks God his name!  This is a bit different from Moses asking, “Who shall I say 
sent me?” God does not give his name – that must wait for Moses.    

This account is not about religious encounters in general, but about the formation of Israel.   
Jacob’s new name was transferred to his descendants, who were called Israel as the covenant 
nation.  As I said before, this is the first time we see the word Israel – God has already made his 
covenant with Abraham, but this is the first time they are named together.  God had promised 
Abraham, and now, after a night of struggle, God blesses Jacob, now called Israel.    

Final verse: So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, "For I have seen God face to face, and yet 
my life is preserved." The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his hip.  

And as we know, the remainder of the Old Testament continues the story of Israel and God, 
God’s faithfulness to Israel, time and time and time again. 

 

Joseph, one of Jacob’s 12 sons, is sold into slavery by his brothers  

 

400 years of exile and slavery in Egypt 

 

40 years in the wilderness 

 

The building up of the Kingdom 

 

The division of the Kingdom 

 

The warnings of the prophets 

 

The collapse of the Kingdom, and the exile 

 

The return 
Throughout everything, God was faithful!  

The covenant is between God and his people, Israel.  Israel is the chosen people.  To be a 
member of Israel means more than racial descent.  God promised the Messiah to Israel – the 
prophets foretold it for thousands of years!    

As promised, as foretold, the Messiah was born in Bethlehem, Micah 5:2: But you, O Bethlehem 
of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who 
is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.  

As promised, as foretold, this Messiah became human, and lived among us.  Betrayed by those 
whom he loved, he was unjustly tried and executed.  He died, and was buried in a borrowed 
grave.  His followers deserted him.   
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As promised, as foretold, God raised this Messiah from the dead.  He appeared to Peter, the rest 
of the disciples, and to more than 500 others.    

This young group of followers was persecuted, some were killed. One of the most notable of the 
persecutors was a vicious Pharisaic Jew named Saul.  But God knocked down this persecutor on 
the Damascus road, and this most unlikely fellow realized that this Jesus was indeed the Messiah 
awaited by Israel.    

And what about the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph?  The descendants of the 
slaves who willingly followed Moses out of Egypt?  What about the citizens of one of the 
greatest kingdoms ever?  What about the Israelites?  Why didn’t they realize that this man called 
Jesus, killed by them, was the Messiah?  They had been waiting for this Messiah for thousands 
of years – why didn’t they see him?    

Saul, now called Paul, himself a Jew, was in deepest sorrow that his Israelite brothers and sisters 
did not receive Jesus as the Christ, the anointed one, the Messiah.    

Listen to what Paul writes to his Christian brothers and sisters in Rome:    

Romans 9:1-5: I am speaking the truth in Christ – I am not lying; my conscience confirms it by 
the Holy Spirit – 2 I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.  3 For I could wish that 
I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my own people, my kindred 
according to the flesh.  4 They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the 
covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; 5 to them belong the patriarchs, 
and from them, according to the flesh, comes the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever. 
Amen.  

Remember what we read last week?  NOTHING can separate us from the love of God!  And 
Paul was willing to be separated from the love of God so the Jews could be saved.  In the 
wilderness, Moses expressed the same love for the Israelites, Exodus 32:32: But now, if you will 
only forgive their sin – but if not, blot me out of the book that you have written."  

Paul wishes that he could be cut off – the Greek word is anathema, which means to be “delivered 
up to God for destruction.”  Paul’s wish is genuine, even though he has just proclaimed that such 
a thing is impossible, if a person is in Christ. His anguish is all the more poignant because of the 
privileged position of the Jews.  

Those of us who have loved ones who have yet to recognize and accept Jesus as Messiah can 
imagine how Paul must have felt.  Do we love these folks enough to give up our own salvation 
for them?    

With this passage, Paul begins his attempt to explain the Jewish rejection of Christ.  He begins 
not in anger, but in sorrow.  The whole of the Bible is full of this idea of the special sonship of 
Israel and of Israel’s refusal to accept it in the fullest sense.  
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They are Israelites – we have already seen how Jacob received his name, Israel.  Israel’s 
struggle, and God’s faithfulness, are well known.  To them belongs the adoption – we spoke a 
few weeks ago about our adoption – in an adoption, a child is chosen by the parent – Israel was 
chosen by God – God made a covenant, a promise to Israel.  Israel had the glory! Israel had the 
covenants!  The first covenant?  The rainbow!  Second – Abraham, circumcision.    

The Israelites could never plead ignorance – they had the law!  God himself delivered the law to 
these wandering escaped slaves.  They had worship in the Temple, they had the promises, and 
they had the fathers.  Verse 5: to them belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the 
flesh, comes the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen.  

And yet, to Paul’s great despair, this chosen nation had rejected the very Christ who was born 
from their race and for their redemption, as he was born for the redemption of all humanity.  Has 
God’s plan to redeem all humanity been thwarted by Israel?  If Christ came to save all humanity, 
but if God’s chosen covenant nation rejects that mission, what about us?  If part of the plan is not 
carried out, are we doomed as well?    

My brothers and sisters, God’s plan has not been thwarted – since the beginning, God has been 
in control.  A few moments from now, we will remember the saving act of our Savior and Lord, 
Jesus Christ, the Messiah, promised to and given for all of us – everyone of us, including the 
Israelites.    

There is no reason for us to despair.  Because of Christ, because of his birth, because of his 
saving ministry, because of his death, and because of his resurrection, we will live eternally with 
him.  We will celebrate this fact in a few moments.   


