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“Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until the break of 
day.”  (Genesis 32:24) 

 
Jacob was a self-made man. He was wealthy and he was successful. 

He is almost the classic stereotype of the entrepreneur who makes it to the 
top through a combination of shrewdness and ambition. If he were alive in 
our day, I am quite sure that Jacob would have ended up as CEO of some 
big corporation - Enron, IBM, Amazon or some other equally prestigious 
outfit.  

He was born in second place. That was a distinct disadvantage in 
ancient times. But it didn’t stop him. His older brother, Esau, stood to inherit 
the family estate. So, first Jacob schemed to buy his brother’s birthright, for 
a dish of savoury stew. The old King James version of the Bible describes 
this as “a mess of pottage.” Then later, with the help of his mother 
Rebekah, he tricked his elderly, almost blind father Isaac, into giving him 
the final blessing. It worked. Jacob got the blessing — but then he had to 
run for his life from an enraged Esau. At his mother’s urging, he fled to 
Mesopotamia, the land of his ancestors, and there he got a job working for 
his uncle Laban.  

Years went by. He married two of Laban’s daughters. Laban wasn’t 
just his boss, he was his father-in-law. Still, through hard work and acumen, 
in time, Jacob became a wealthy man. He became, in fact, a man of 
stature, with two wives, eleven sons, many servants and large herds. (That 
was your wealth in ancient times. There were no bank accounts or 
investment portfolios. Wealth depended on the size of your herds and the 
number of your servants.)  

Jacob had a shaky relationship with his father-in-law Laban. They 
didn’t trust each other and were never able to get along. I suspect they 
were just too much alike. Both were crafty. Both were ambitious, and both 
were deceitful. That was one of two reasons that led Jacob to decide to 
leave. There was another reason for leaving — Jacob longed for the land of 
his birth, the land of Canaan — the land promised to Abraham, his 
grandfather, to Isaac his father, and to himself when he had that amazing 



dream at Bethel of a ladder to heaven. He wanted to go home to the land of 
his boyhood, from which he had fled so many years ago. 

So it was that Jacob found himself crossing the river Jabbok, in fear 
and trembling as he re-entered the land of Canaan. I crossed the Jabbok 
River myself a few years ago. Today it lies in Jordan. It’s not a very big 
river, although it may well have been larger in ancient times. Jacob crossed 
it some four thousand years ago with huge anxiety. His servants had 
warned him that his brother Esau was approaching, and not alone. He had 
four hundred armed men with him. There was absolutely no way to know 
whether Esau was coming in a friendly or a hostile way. And Jacob feared 
the worst.  

Ever the schemer, he divided his own large company into two parts, 
hoping that if Esau destroyed the first, the second might yet survive. Next, 
he sent on ahead of him large gifts of cattle, sheep, goats, and camels 
hoping that these would assuage any resentment that Esau might still 
harbour against him, after all these years. Finally, he sent his family back 
across the river to safety.  

And now Jacob waited alone for his brother and 400 men. That was 
the night Jacob spent wrestling with a stranger until the break of day. It was 
the night he prayed more earnestly than he had ever prayed before. “God 
of my fathers, you told me to come back. You promised this land to my 
offspring. Deliver me I pray from the hand of my brother, from the hand of 
Esau, for I fear him.”  

It was the moment of truth for Jacob, when his whole life, and the 
measure of himself as a man, stood clearly before him. Always in the past 
he had been able to solve his problems by using his wit and ingenuity; but 
not now. The situation was beyond his ability to control. He had reached 
that point that I believe comes to every man and women when all their 
cunning, all their skill and craft, and wealth and influence, are useless, and 
they must face themselves and their Creator honestly and alone. It was the 
moment of truth. If Esau meant to harm him, nothing on earth could save 
him. 

Is it any wonder that he spent the night wrestling with someone until 
the break of day? Is there any one of us here who has not spent such a 
night wrestling with our conscience, our fears, and our hopes for the future? 
For with whom did Jacob wrestle, if not with himself, his conscience, and 
with his God?  

What did he want? He wanted to go home. It’s what we all want. He 
wanted to start over again in the land of his father. He wanted, and 
desperately needed, forgiveness from his brother — no small thing 



considering the way he had cheated and wronged him. He wanted to feel 
peace of mind and heart between himself and God. He wanted to feel good 
about himself. Is it any wonder that he spent the night wrestling until the 
breaking of day? It is hard to return home, to start over again when you 
have totally messed up your life and you know it. It’s hard, very hard, to ask 
forgiveness from someone whom you have wronged. Forget all the 
excuses. Forget about rationalizing how you were young then, or the other 
person was partly responsible. You know you were wrong. What do you 
say? How do you say it? And it is hard to seek peace with God when you 
have ignored him for years. It is all doubly hard, if to the world around you 
seem to be successful — and people look up to you. How many successful 
and affluent people do you know who can possess any amount of humility? 
(Not Donald Trump, that’s for sure.) The Bible says it is our pride that gets 
in the way of healing and wholeness. And the Bible is right. Most of the 
time it is pride that keeps us from doing the right thing. 

William Muehl was a professor of 
ethics at Yale Divinity School. He died in 
2014. He was a layman - never ordained - 
but he was so revered as a teacher that 
they named the Yale Divinity College Ethics 
Chair after him. This is a story that Muehl 
once told: 

On a December afternoon a group of 
parents stood in the lobby of a nursery 
school waiting to pick up their children. It 

was just before Christmas. The youngsters ran to their lockers, each one 
carrying a brightly wrapped gift, a surprise for their parents, which they had 
been working on for weeks. One little guy, in too much of a hurry, slipped 
and fell. The brightly wrapped package landed on the tile floor with a 
ceramic crash. The child stood for a moment in stunned silence and then 
began to cry. His father tried to comfort the boy by saying, “It’s all right. It 
doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter.” But the child’s mother, wiser in the 
moment, dropped to her knees on the floor, swept the boy into her arms 
and said, “Oh, but it does matter. It matters a great deal.” And she wept 
along with her son. 

The point of Dr. Muehl’s story is that God will never dismiss your lives 
with a pat on the head and a murmured assurance that it really doesn’t 
matter. On the contrary, it does matter. God has given us life that we might 
make something of it. Our lives do matter. Life is worth the living and the 
struggle only when you seek out and use the gifts that God has given you 



to do good. A life lived under the grace of God will make all the difference 
in the world to your family, your community, and yes, to the world around 
you. Never doubt the ability you have to make a difference. That is why 
Jacob was going home. He needed to make the rest of his life count. And 
so do you, no matter how old or young you are. You need to make the rest 
of your life count! 

My second observation is this. If you would seek the blessing of God 
on your life, you need to see it through. Jacob wrestled throughout the 
night, and when the day was breaking the stranger tried to break off, but 
Jacob refused. He refused to break off the struggle until he had been 
blessed. This is something most people just don’t understand today. We 
live in an age of speed, from just-in-time delivery to high-speed Internet, 
and we find it hard to wait for answers. We are used to immediate 
solutions. But life simply does not work that way. To live well, there are no 
short cuts. It is only when you hang in for the long haul; that the blessing of 
God will be there in abundance for you. 

Finally, be prepared to be changed. Do you recall how in the morning 
Jacob was limping, his thigh out of joint, changed by the touch of God. I 
believe that it will be the same with you. You cannot be touched by the 
grace of God and not be changed. You will be changed, but don’t be afraid. 
You will be changed for the better.  

And as for the rest of the story, what happened to Jacob when he 
finally met Esau? He approached bowing seven times to the ground. And 
what did his brother do? Esau ran to Jacob, grabbed him and hugged him 
and they both wept with joy, so overwhelmed were they to see each other 
again. By his actions Esau said, “Welcome home! Why did you stay away 
so long?” It speaks volumes for Esau. He had not nursed his resentment. 
He had put it down years ago. Life had given him everything he needed 
and he was not the kind of man to nurse bitter feelings. He welcomed his 
brother home. He had far more grace about him then did Jacob. 

And this is exactly what God’s blessing does. It is a warm and loving 
“Welcome home. Why on earth did you stay away so long?” You may walk 
with a limp, but the blessings you will receive, when you turn back to God, 
are endless. His love will lift you, and transform you. You will know peace 
of heart and mind with the love of Christ forever in your soul.   
Amen. 

 
 


