
 

Wrestling with God 

 

Thanks for trusting me enough to let me come up here and speak to you. I just want 

to start by thanking the leadership for praying for me and claim the statement at the 

top of the bulletin- I’m certainly not here as someone who has all the pieces sorted 

out- but as someone who is on a journey of faith and who is hoping that through the 

grace of our Lord Jesus Christ that I might be refined and used up here today- not for 

my glory but for His. 

 

And it is that journey of faith that I felt led to talk about today. I want to talk today 

about the idea of wrestling with God. I suppose the inspiration for my topic came 

initially from a conversation I had with a colleague and friend of mine a while back. 

He is a scientist and doesn’t claim to have any particular faith, but he studies mine 

from time to time. We got to talking about my faith and where it comes from and what 

it means to me and in the course of our discussion I talked about the idea that I 

struggled/ questioned/ wrestled even with God at multiple points as my Christian life 

has evolved. And this really surprised him. He said, “Isn’t your faith supposed to be 

blind?” And so I pondered this, and although what I said in the moment was probably 

not eloquent or even intelligible- (I’m  not a natural evangelist and I find I get a bit 

flustered when my personal beliefs are probed.) -what I thought about later was the 

idea that, yes … we are meant to come like children as Jesus says in the gospels. 

But then we can’t remain like children. I recognised that the depth of my faith and the 

true honing of my heart generally came from these wrestling matches, these seasons 

of questioning and struggling and coming through difficult times.  

 

So what I wanted to do today was talk about 2 wonderful images in the bible that 

show us what wrestling with God looks like- these are beautiful pictures of how we 

often relate to God in our lives, they show us that to wrestle with God is normal and 

through these stories we discover a God that can handle our punches and will never 

let us go.  

 

The first comes from the account of Jacob wrestling with God for a blessing before 

he meets his brother Esau.  

We read about Jacob and his brother Esau in the book of Genesis. I’ll paraphrase a 

bit of the back-story before we come to this wrestling match between Jacob and God 

to paint you a picture of how Jacob arrived at this moment. We are introduced to 



them in chapter 25 where we hear about twin boys being born to Rebekah and Issac. 

Now, if you are down with your old testament genealogy, you will recognize that 

Issac is the son of Abraham- and Abraham was promised a great blessing by God. 

God told Abraham that the redeemer of the whole world would come from his line. In 

Genesis 22:17 God says to Abraham “I will surely bless you and make your 

descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. 

Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, and through 

your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.” 

 

So this is a pretty important covenant that was made with Jacob’s grandfather. And 

this covenant, this blessing, in Jewish times, was the birthright of the eldest son to 

carry on. Not only that, but the eldest son was entitled to a double portion of his 

father’s estate- so wealth and power. Now, even though these boys were born twins, 

Esau came out first and so was considered the eldest son. But even from in the 

womb these boys seemed to be fighting for that birthright Gen 25:22 The babies 

jostled each other within her. Then at birth, Jacob came out holding onto his brothers 

heel as if he were trying to hold him back. And this is an on-going theme between 

these brothers that ultimately results in Jacob tricking his brother and his father Issac 

out of the birthright and blessing that were meant for Esau. Jacob is a really smart 

guy. Using his cleverness and cunning he steals a blessing from his dying blind 

father by dressing up like Esau. Esau was a hairy man- so he puts goat skins on his 

hands so when his father touched him he would think he was Esau. And this works! 

He tricks his father into blessing him and Jacob is given the rights of the first born- 

effectively stealing them from Esau. Esau is not happy about this: Genesis 27:41 

Esau held a grudge against Jacob because of the blessing his father had given him. 

He said to himself, “The days of mourning for my father are near; then I will kill my 

brother Jacob.”   

 

Meanwhile, Jacob flees the promise land- He goes to live with his Uncle, marries 

Leah and Rachael – who fight over him and having his children- (it is a true soap 

opera through Genesis chapters 29 and 30)- and using his own cleverness and a 

touch of deceit becomes extremely prosperous. Finally, in chapter 32 we see Jacob 

heading back to the promised land- he wants to make amends with his brother Esau. 

So he sends a messenger to his brother with a peace offering and hears back from 

the messengers- they say, Esau is coming and he is bringing 400 men with him. So 

this means war.  

 



Jacob knows he is in trouble. He is scared. He knows he has been living a lie, he 

knows he is duplicitous and has gained most of what he has by tricking those around 

him. He could run away again at this point or try another trick, but he doesn’t- for the 

first time we see Jacob praying- God I really need you- please bless me. Gen 32:9 

“O God of my father Abraham, God of my father Isaac, Lord, you who said to me, ‘Go 

back to your country and your relatives, and I will make you prosper,’ 10 I am 

unworthy of all the kindness and faithfulness you have shown your servant. I had 

only my staff when I crossed this Jordan, but now I have become two camps. 

11 Save me, I pray, from the hand of my brother Esau, for I am afraid he will come 

and attack me, and also the mothers with their children. 12 But you have said, ‘I will 

surely make you prosper and will make your descendants like the sand of the sea, 

which cannot be counted.’”  So he calls on God and the promises that God has made 

him and God answers his prayer in a really unique way. Before Jacob could meet 

Esau, Jacob had to meet God.  

 

Genesis 32:22-32 

22 That night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two female servants and his 

eleven sons and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23 After he had sent them across 

the stream, he sent over all his possessions. 24 So Jacob was left alone, and a man 

wrestled with him till daybreak. 25 When the man saw that he could not overpower 

him, he touched the socket of Jacob’s hip so that his hip was wrenched as he 

wrestled with the man. 26 Then the man said, “Let me go, for it is daybreak.” 

But Jacob replied, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” (he realizes that this is 

not an ordinary man) 

27 The man asked him, “What is your name?”  

“Jacob,” he answered. 

28 Then the man said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel,[a] because 

you have struggled with God and with humans and have overcome.” 

29 Jacob said, “Please tell me your name.” 

But he replied, “Why do you ask my name?” Then he blessed him there. 

30 So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, “It is because I saw God face to face, 

and yet my life was spared.” 

31 The sun rose above him as he passed Peniel, and he was limping because of his 

hip. 32 Therefore to this day the Israelites do not eat the tendon attached to the 

socket of the hip, because the socket of Jacob’s hip was touched near the tendon. 

 



I think there is a lot in Jacob’s prayer and in this wrestling match that depict the way 

God’s people relate to him in times of stress, trouble, despair and doubt. If you’ve 

been a Christian long enough, you’ve probably spent some time wrestling with God. 

We wrestle with him about our jobs- what are we going to do? How will we get there? 

How will we meet our needs? Our families- raising children, dealing with illness, 

desiring a partner in life or loving the people already in our lives- these are all things 

we might wrestle with God over. And even more fundamental- at times we might ask 

is God real? Are you really there? Do you care? Will you love me and bless me even 

though I am unworthy and constantly turn away from you to fulfill my own selfish 

desires? In this example of Jacob and God wrestling, we get a picture of God’s 

character- we see that he can handle what we throw his way and that he blesses us 

for not letting go- for holding on to Him.  

 

So, what do we see in Jacob? Can we relate to him? We see Jacob as a very smart 

man- he has outwitted a number of people to gain what he has. He has amassed 

wealth around him, but now he realizes he needs to go back and make amends. He 

can’t run away any longer. He has desired what was meant for his brother, did what 

he could to obtain it, but he has not found peace. He has not been fulfilled and his 

brother still wants to kill him. Now Esau is around the corner and he has to stop and 

face him. So he is up against some major stuff and he is scared. 

 

So what does Jacob do? Well he prays- he comes to God and asks for help (and 

then he sends some gifts ahead of him to try to pacify his brother in case God isn’t 

listening- just to cover all his bases) and then he makes himself available. He sets 

aside some space, moves away from his family and possessions –puts them on the 

other side of the stream- and God meets him here. He meets him here to wrestle. 

Have you ever gone to bed at night and felt like you’ve wrestled all night with an idea 

or a problem? Looking for a resolution or absolution and you feel like the whole night 

is a struggle. Well, we see that here with Jacob. And we see what he is wrestling 

about when he says “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” He is looking for 

confirmation that God is there and will get him through this difficult time.  

 

Jacob relies on his own strength 

But the way he does this is really interesting. We get a picture of Jacob once again 

using his own strength to try to get what he wants. He relies on his own strength as 

he has is the past. He has been able to gain what he wants with his own cunning and 

cleverness and his strength of ambition has been enough to secure for him what he 



has wanted. But now he cannot get what he wants/needs with his own strength. He 

is scared of what is coming and asks God for help. But, characteristically, he wrestles 

him for it! God let’s Jacob wrestle. Wrestles with him all night- which I imagine would 

be exhausting! (I don’t know If any of your wrestle with your kids- I last about 2 

minutes and I am out!) Jacob here, doesn’t quit- He is strong and he tries to use his 

own strength to try to force a blessing from The Lord. But God meets him here. Lets 

him battle it out until morning and then God says, Ok, that's enough- it’s morning- let 

me go.  And Jacob says, no way, not unless you bless me! So Jacob keeps holding 

on and he refuses to give up. And sometimes, I think, when we are really struggling, 

this is all we can do when we are in that wrestling match. Sometimes all we can do is 

hold on and wait. When we are at loggerheads with God like Jacob is here- unsure of 

whether we are going to survive the next day, whether God is going to come through 

for us, whether we will possess his blessing- If we wait and hold on, the dawn 

eventually comes. When facing problems, temptations, and sufferings, sometimes 

we just have to cling to God.  

 

God can take it 

And what do we see in the way God meets Jacob? We see that God can totally deal 

with this- he can take it. He never left, never walked away in disgust. But it was 

eventually God’s move to end the wrestling match. Realising that Jacob will not give 

up, God injures him. He dislocates his hip with a touch. He takes away something 

that Jacob has relied on. It might seem like he gives him a suckerpunch, like God 

doesn’t wrestle fair. There might be times when we ask why God is dealing with us in 

a way that seems unfair. He might strip us of our idols and things we think we need, 

but he does this because he loves us. He wants us to submit to His will. He is honing 

us for His higher purpose. This would have been quite scary for Jacob I imagine- 

painful too. But once this is done, once Jacob relents and accepts his weakness, that 

is when he is blessed.  

 

Maybe we have stuff in our lives that God needs to dislocate or take away in order 

for us to surrender- to stop fighting and accept God’s blessing. God humbled Jacob 

into total dependence upon God. And humility isn’t false modesty or perpetual 

martyrdom as the world might depict it- humility is simply the revelation of our own 

weaknesses and our own desperate need for God. Coming to grips with our own 

weaknesses can be pretty scary, but God is not afraid of our weaknesses. In fact he 

desires that we bring them to him. 

 



Come to God empty handed 

It is only when Jacob lets go of his own strength and comes to God empty handed 

that he receives what God has for him- a new name and ultimately a blessing. The 

man asks him what is your name. I think we would all agree there is a lot in a name. 

We fret over what to name our children for what seems like 9 months- this will be 

with them for their whole lives- will identify them in a certain way. Your name is your 

identity and a change in your name can represent a change and rebirth, a new 

identity. The angel names him Isreal- meaning one who wrestles with God. God 

changed Abram’s name to Abraham and Sarai’s name to Sarah when they believed 

in the Lord. In the future, the Jesus would also change Simon’s name to Peter (Mark 

3:16), and Saul’s name to Paul (Acts 13:9) because they also believed in Him. So, 

the significance of Jacob’s new name was ownership. This new name was to forever 

remind him of his new destiny. We have been given a new name as Christians- we 

claim the name of Christ Jesus. We go to God completely empty handed and we 

come out with a new name- his righteousness, his unconditional love- his identity 

now belongs to us.  

 

I don’t know about you, but I can certainly relate to Jacob. Time and time again in my 

life, I find myself pretty far removed from God. I think I am pretty clever and that I am 

doing pretty well on my own. I live a pretty comfortable life, and it becomes easy for 

me to think I don’t need God. I can justify and rationalize a whole heap of sin in my 

life. And then it generally isn’t until I am really freaking out, when things aren’t so 

comfortable, or something precious to me seems threatened, that I find myself 

coming back to wrestle it out with God. And time and time again it is when I submit to 

His will and say, Yep, I need you to help me sort this out. When I hold on and wont 

let go, when I eventually submit to the changes that he wants to make in my heart, 

when I realize he never went anywhere, that He was patiently waiting for me to duke 

it out again, that I experience the amazing blessing of being in relationship with Him.  

 

A major turning point in my Christian life was when I came to NZ as a student. I didn’t 

know anyone -and it is when no one knows who you are that you find out who you 

really are. Well I wasn’t that sure of who I was and I found myself straddling 2 lives. I 

joined the Christian fellowship group, but I also got to know another group of people- 

that were pretty wild- loads of fun, but I found that fun didn’t last and eventually I had 

some pretty nasty, scary experiences. I found myself in a place where I didn’t like 

who I had become and what I was a part of. And it was once I hit a pretty low point 

that I began to wrestle. It took time, but I remember sitting in a tiny little chapel 



praying with all my heart for God to meet me there and show me His will for my life. I 

remember having the most amazing vision of Jesus coming up from behind me, 

hugging me over the shoulders as I sat there in that pew and it was like the outside 

layer of me cracked and crumbled and fell off and there was a fresh new, pink me 

underneath. Shortly after that I decided to be baptized, I got to know Andrew quite a 

lot better, and was blessed with developing the most amazing relationships with 

people that are still some of my closest friends. And I think that encounter helped me 

experience grace in a way I never had before and became foundational for the faith I 

still have today.  

 

So, like us, Jacob was not a perfect man, yet God chose to bless him out of His pure 

and gracious love, not because of any righteousness Jacob might have shown. What 

he did show was humility and perseverance. The image of Jacob wrestling with the 

angel of God is a model of unceasing prayer. It demonstrates that all we need to do 

is hold on and have confidence that God is not going anywhere. He is faithful and 

can handle what we throw at him.  

 

In the New Testament Jesus himself also shows us that it is okay to wrestle 

with God. Jesus wrestles with the Father- not to get a name for himself but to give 

us a new name. In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus is terrified. He knows what is 

coming, and 3 times he asks the Lord to let the cup of suffering pass. But each time 

this request was accompanied by a trusting resolve to do God’s will, whatever it may 

be  

Mark 14:32 They went to a place called Gethsemane, and Jesus said to his 

disciples, “Sit here while I pray.” 33 He took Peter, James and John along with him, 

and he began to be deeply distressed and troubled. 34 “My soul is overwhelmed with 

sorrow to the point of death,” he said to them. “Stay here and keep watch.” 35 Going 

a little farther, he fell to the ground and prayed that if possible the hour might pass 

from him. 36 “Abba,[f] Father,” he said, “everything is possible for you. Take this cup 

from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.” 37 Then he returned to his disciples 

and found them sleeping. “Simon,” he said to Peter, “are you asleep? Couldn’t you 

keep watch for one hour? 38 Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. 

The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 39 Once more he went away and prayed 

the same thing. 40 When he came back, he again found them sleeping, because 

their eyes were heavy. They did not know what to say to him. 41 Returning the third 

time, he said to them, “Are you still sleeping and resting? Enough! The hour has 



come. Look, the Son of Man is delivered into the hands of sinners. 42 Rise! Let us 

go! Here comes my betrayer!”  

Like Jesus, we may freely admit our fears to the Lord, our longings, our struggles 

and weaknesses. God can handle all of that.  But we must also be willing to submit to 

Him. Jesus shows us the most perfect and most extreme example here as he 

accepts his own suffering and death. In Hebrews 4:12-16 it says “For we do not have 

a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one 

who has been tempted in every way, just as we are--yet was without sin. Let us then 

approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find 

grace to help us in our time of need.  

 

So, I think we shouldn’t be afraid to wrestle with God. All we need to do is come, and 

not give up, lay down our will and know that God in his infinite wisdom and 

faithfulness will meet us there and provide us with what we need.  

 

Finally, to come back around to my conversation with my work friend.  

In the story of Jacob we see that he does not recognize God at first. He first thinks it 

is a man he is wrestling with and then an angel and final God himself. I think this can 

happen in a figurative way in our own lives. You never know what purpose the 

ordinary people in your lives may serve. You may view them as nothing special, but 

God can use anyone to stretch you and help you grow. It might not be until later that 

we can see the way God has worked through that person to shape and mold and 

bless us.  

 

I hope that people around me will keep asking me about my faith and I hope I can be 

honest enough to share the untidy version of my Christian walk. I pray that you might 

be able to do the same with the people in your midst. And maybe through this people 

might get a clearer picture of what grace really means- That we have a redeemer- 

Jesus- that meets us, let’s us wrestle, pick us up off the floor and takes us back into 

His loving embrace time after time.  

 

Ask Mike to lead us in prayer.  

 

 


