“Man Wrestles God”

Genesis 32:22-31

June 27, 2010

Read Genesis 32:22-31

There is a danger in sharing our story this morning; a danger that all you will remember is that I told you about Jen’s cancer and somehow managed to work in a sermon. By nature I am an introvert. My natural inclination would be to say nothing, to push on with the series as if everything were normal and ok, and work things out quietly on our own. However, that is not faithful to you as a congregation or to you as brothers and sisters in Christ.

There is a danger in telling you because now the sermon is going to sound like I am working out my own issues on all of you. To some extent that is inevitable and to some extent it is appropriate. The truth is that as loving and caring as this congregation is, we are much better at extending grace than receiving it. We are much better being the ones who reach out with compassionate arms than being the ones in need. It is no less true for me than it is for you. But in God’s providence, our text today is precisely about the futility of pride and trying to live life on our own terms. God does not allow it and every one of us knows it is true. 

Sometimes we need to just get over our pride and allow others to bless us. It just ends up not being that simple. We put up an absolute struggle that exhausts us and we end up pleading for the blessing.

And that takes us back to the story. 

To recap: Jacob was the younger twin. Esau was the older twin and he sold his birthrite to Jacob for a pot of stew. Later, Jacob stole the blessing their father intended for Esau. Jacob’s parents sent him away to his uncle’s, so that he would find a wife from among his own people. On the journey, Jacob had the vision of the ladder from heaven to earth, with the angels ascending and descending. He heard the voice of God telling him, “I am the LORD, the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring…” and, “I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land.” It was quite a dream.

When he arrived at his uncle’s land, Jacob spotted Rachel. It was love at first sight and Jacob agreed to work in his uncle’s service seven years for the privilege of marrying her. At the end of those seven years, Jacob’s uncle, Laban, tricked him and sent to Jacob’s bed the other daughter, Leah. Jacob was stuck. He agreed to seven more years of service to Laban for the privilege of marrying Rachel.

After the marriages, there were children. Laban prospered. The flocks multiplied, the wealth grew, and Jacob fulfilled his service. At the end of the second seven years – fourteen total, that is – Jacob asked to be released. There was a negotiation between the two tricksters. As a result of the agreement, Jacob ended up with a healthy, strong flock while Laban’s diminished. This is where we left off in the sermon series.

To pick up the story, Jacob realized that Laban resented how badly the agreement turned out and resented Jacob. So, Jacob talks to Leah and Rachel. They realize how their father had turned against them and agreed that it was time to go. Jacob made a plan, gathered his belongings, and took off towards Canaan, where he was born. Three days after they fled, Laban discovered they had gone. He took off after them. In a dream, God warned Laban to leave Jacob alone – a warning Laban ultimately heeded. The second half of chapter 31 tells an adventurous story about their final meeting. 

Having avoided the one calamity, Jacob now faced the anxiety of the unknown reception of Esau when Jacob returned. When he left, Esau was planning to kill Jacob. Now, twenty years later, Jacob was unsure of what Esau’s reaction would be. In 32:9, right before our Scripture today, Jacob prayed to God, reminding God that it was God’s choice that Jacob return to Canaan. He reminded God of God’s promise to keep Jacob safe. He prayed, “Deliver me, please from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau, for I am afraid of him; he may come and kill us all, the mothers with the children. Yet you have said, ‘I will surely do you good, and make your offspring as the sand of the sea, which cannot be counted because of their number.’”

After he prayed Jacob began the journey the ford of Jabbok. It was night. Because it was dangerous fast-moving water to cross, Jacob organized the movement so that he would be the last one across. He could be the safety net for anyone or any of the herd that got in trouble. And that’s where we picked up the story today.

Jacob was the last man on his side of the stream. It was dark and he was alone. In that moment, a man attacked and began wrestling with Jacob. It says that he “wrestled with him until daybreak.” The way it is phrased makes it sounds like it went on for hours. The phrasing in this story is intricate, artistic. “When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob,” – if we, the reader, knows that he is wrestling God, how do we interpret that? Jacob was winning? “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 him.” Sixty year old Jacob wrestled all night long, was not losing, and still fought on after having his hip put out of joint? It gives you new respect for Jacob, doesn’t it?

The conversation began, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.”  Whether Jacob realized it prior to this point, that comment was a signal in the ancient world that the opponent was either an angelic being or God. So Jacob responded, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” Even exhausted Jacob was fighting for a spiritual blessing. (All his life he had been fighting to get these spiritual blessings.)

The man asked him his name. Jacob replied, revealing the power that his name carried – that he was a usurper. Now, God knew Jacob’s name; but it was important for Jacob to confess his name. Jacob confessed his past by uttering his name and received a new one. Jacob then demanded to know the name of his adversary. No direct response was given. In the refusal to give Jacob power over God, God nonetheless blessed him. 
What do we do with this story?

A. We make idols out of our immediate problems; forgetting that it is God who holds our lives in his hands.
Jacob was so anxious about meeting Esau, he forgot about the relationship with God. He remembered God, to be sure, only so far as to go to God and remind him about God’s promises. There is the sense that Jacob was facing Esau with the prayers of “if you are able, Lord, to keep him from killing me…” If? It seems that Jacob was just grinding his teeth hoping that everything would turn out all right. If you are able? Lord, we believe, help our unbelief.

The wrestling match followed Jacob’s prayer for deliverance from Esau’s judgment. He did not think to pray for deliverance from God’s judgment. How often we get caught up in the immediate problem that we forget our ultimate accountability.

Now, I am a preacher and I spend a lot of time writing sermons that remember God. I have preached often – and you have heard me say often – eternity includes now. We are called to put our trust in God, now. I still believe that is true.

In the last week, though, I have been wrestling with the diagnosis of Jen’s cancer. I have been struggling. As far as I can tell, my struggles are not my anger with God. Perhaps this is still shock that is talking, but Jen’s family has a significant history of breast cancer. For all of my life, I have known that about her family, so I had an expectation that we would be dealing with it at some point in our lives. I do not question “why,” or “why us.” I have not been thrown by the notion of a good God allowing things like cancer in the real world. 

Just because I am not angry with God does not mean God is not striving with me. There is a fight going on and I cannot always see clearly with whom I am grappling. The office staff will attest to the fact that I have been alternately distracted, anxious, distant, moody, and irritable. They will be too kind to say so out of loyalty to me, but that’s the truth. Any of you who are in a struggle where things are out of your control understand the experience: there are waves of fatigue, waves of irritability, waves of mood swings, waves of inability to concentrate. 

As I have been moving through this time, I have begun to realize just how futile are my internal coping mechanisms to get a handle on this problem. I have to turn this – even this – over to God. This is not a situation I can fix, I can repair, I can make better in the power of my own strength. To the extent we are delivered, it is because God’s hand is at work.

And this brings me to the second thought: 

B. Wrestling with God is not easy. 

Wrestling with God is exhausting. Wrestling with God takes out of us every ounce of energy we thought we had. When the match started, Jacob’s anxiety about Esau went away very quickly. This was a much bigger, much more immediate, and much stronger threat than anything in the future that might happen. 

This story has a lot to do with how God sees and treats us. It runs contrary to the things we think about God. At least when I was growing up, God was always pictured as this benevolent grandfatherly sort who lived on clouds listening to harp music and serving bagels and Philly Cream Cheese that you could eat with abandon. God was soft and pleasant and warm and loving – an embrace that melted me and made me feel safe. That kind of God is one who is always there for me, always ready to hear me when I am ready to go to him.  

Someone sent me the story of the man desperate to get to the hospital because his wife was delivering their baby. As he frantically circled the lot, he began praying, “God, if you open a space, I will go to church every Sunday, I’ll give more time, I’ll give more money … oh, never mind, there’s a spot.” 

I was reminded about that as I was reading a book in the waiting room on Friday. In this story, a dysfunctional Jewish family has been called together to sit Shiva for their deceased father. The main character does not believe in God, but is strangely moved by the service. Here’s his reaction…

We read off the ancient Hebrew words, with no idea of what they might mean, and the congregation responds with more words that they don’t understand either. We are gathered together on a Saturday morning to speak gibberish to each other, and you would think, in these godless times, that the experience would be empty, but somehow it isn’t. The five of us, huddled together shoulder to shoulder over the bimah, read the words aloud slowly, and the congregation, these old friends and acquaintances and strangers, all respond, and for reasons I can’t begin to articulate, it feels like something is actually happening. It’s got nothing to do with God or souls, just the palpable sense of goodwill and support emanating in waves from the pews around us, and I can’t help but be moved by it. When we reach the end of the page, and the last  “amen” has been said, I’m sorry that it’s over. I could stay up here a while longer. And as we step down to make our way back to the pews, a quick survey of the sadness in my family’s wet eyes tells me that I’m not the only one who feels this way. (Jonathan Tropper, This is Where I Leave You, Saturday, 9:40 a.m.).
“It’s got nothing to do with God or souls?” Be careful when you take God for granted.

Look again at this story.  The point here is to see God. God does not leave us alone after we pray even when we take him for granted. God will not be taken for granted. God does not disappear because we stop looking. God does not simply go away and do other things because we have chosen to focus our attention elsewhere. God continues to come at us. It does not matter if we are tired, scared, anxious, or whatever – God continues to come at us. 

And, when God comes at us, it is not all resolved in an instant. Jacob was in the fight for his life, not knowing what was coming at him. The match went on and on and on – much like the match at Wimbledon this past week that took three days to complete. Jacob was injured and exhausted – and that did not stop the match. It stopped when God decided it would stop. Jacob went away with a limp. Paul’s Damascus Road experience did not stop when he was knocked to the ground. As was explained a little later, “he is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel; I myself will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name.” (Acts 9:15-16)

It was only in his exhausted state – in other words, when Jacob had exhausted all of his defenses, energy, and strategy – that God stopped the match. Jacob confessed his life as a usurper and – in that confession – received a new name, a new identity.  Jacob was no longer illegitimate; he was bona fide. But his new identity and blessing came at a price.

C. Wrestling with God left a mark. 

It usually does. 

The strange thing is I know you know what I am telling you is true. You may not have heard it expressed this way and you may never have put words to it, but you have wrestled with God at some point in your life – and you may still be wrestling with God. I am.

We all know people who have been through battles with God. They often a presence, a depth, a certain awareness that makes us wonder if we really know what happened. Whether it is someone who has suffered a physical injury like Jacob, a spiritual hit like a loss of a close relationship, someone who has endured the loss of all the things in their life – they have had an experience that changes them. I mentioned the wildfires last week; I also had opportunity to meet with families whose homes had burned. They talked about how it changed their view of life – how they realized how much they had been caught up in the stuff and how meaningless it was when the flames were bearing down on their homes. They wrestled with God and they were different.

It left a mark. Whether physical or spiritual, wrestling with God changes us.

As unpleasant, hard and painful as it is to wrestle with God, we need to know that God ultimately is interested in blessing us. It is a paradox. God wrestles against us while at the same time wrestling for us. It is terrifying and we are fighting for our lives, but God is simultaneously our opponent and our strength.  

Jen’s cancer is not about me. I am certainly experiencing it, though. It has been a difficult ten days since that phone call came to our home. As we spent the week wondering what would happen at the appointment with the surgeon, as I dealt with all the details of the ministry here, as I thought about what it would mean for my service as a commissioner to the General Assembly, as we sat in waiting rooms on Thursday and Friday, I felt myself in God’s grip. On the one hand, it was a source of peace and comfort to remember God’s faithfulness. On the other hand it was terrifying to realize just how much I make the problems of the day idols to be worshipped. 

I have had to look at idols I was blindly worshipping, not even aware I was doing it – self-sufficiency, self-importance, some crazy notion that God needed me to fix the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). Stripping those away and realizing how reliant I am on God has been exhausting and painful; at the same time, there is no question I have been and continue to be blessed. 

So where does that leave us?

Scripture says in a number of places, “the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.” (Psalm 111:10; Proverbs 1:7, 9:10, 15:33). There is a sense of awe and wonder the God who created all things caring enough to wrestle with each one of us; to move us, shake us, rough us up as a blessing. 
We need to recognize that there are times when God comes after us – you and me – even when we think we are minding our own business. When God tangles with us, it is not easy and it is not quick. He takes all of our energy, all of our defenses, everything we can throw at him. It is when we realize we are in the hands of God that we are transformed. After we exhaust all our own strength and pride, he receives confession and our request for a blessing. 

An encounter with the living God leaves us changed.

Amen.
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10:00 invitation to offering
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