
 “The Lord Watches Over His Promise to Fulfill It” 
(Genesis 32:1-21) 

 
 
 

Now last week we saw how the Lord showed Jacob that it was His will that he 
return to the land of his birth.  He showed him through his circumstances – Laban and his 
sons were no longer friendly to him, because the Lord had taken away their possessions 
and given them to Jacob – He showed him by speaking to him in a dream, and He 
showed him by putting it into his wives’ hearts also to leave.  We also saw how the Lord 
overcame one of the major obstacles to his returning, which was Laban himself.  Jacob 
left secretly, and when Laban pursued him, the Lord protected him and brought a lasting 
peace between them by causing them to make a covenant with one another.  But there 
was one more obstacle that stood between Jacob and his goal of returning to the Promised 
Land, and that was Esau.  Remember, one of the reasons Jacob left twenty years earlier 
was that Esau wanted to kill him.  Now that wasn’t the only reason.  Isaac and Rebekah 
wanted to make sure that Jacob didn’t marry one of the Canaanite women, as Esau had 
done.  But it was clear that Rebekah also wanted Jacob to get out of harm’s way.  If Esau 
was to vent his anger on Jacob after his father died, she might very well lose both of her 
sons.  And now twenty years later, with no communication between himself and his 
brother Esau, the question still remained, “Was Esau still angry enough to carry out his 
threat to kill Jacob?”  I think we’ll see from our passage this evening that the answer was 
clearly yes.   

But this wouldn’t do.  The Lord had commanded Jacob to return to the land of his 
birth, and He had even promised that He would bring it about.  Therefore, Esau could not 
kill Jacob.  The Lord had to protect him.  And so the Lord did several things to make sure 
that Jacob made it to the land of promise unharmed.  This is what our passage teaches us 
this evening:  God watches over Jacob to fulfill His promise to bring him back into the 
land by protecting him from his enemies.  The basis of this divine protection was nothing 
less than God’s covenant promises.  But the goal of this protection was ultimately to 
bring Christ forth from his seed.  What I want you to see from our text this evening are 
the four ways the Lord protected Jacob:  1) He did so first by sending a host of angels to 
protect him, 2) second, by giving him the wisdom to send messengers ahead of him to 
Esau to see what his brother’s intentions were, 3) third, by giving him the boldness to 
pray and plead God’s promises, and 4) fourth, by giving him the further wisdom to 
appease his brother’s anger with a gift.   

First, let’s look at how the Lord protected Jacob by sending a host of angels to 
defend him.  We read in verse one, “Now as Jacob went on his way, the angels of God 
met him.”  At this point in Genesis, we really don’t know that much about the angels, 
except that they are the servants and messengers of the Lord.  There was one particular 
angel who was the Lord Himself:  the angel of the Lord.  But we learn from the book of 
Hebrews that angels were created and sent by God to render service to those who will 
inherit salvation (Heb. 1:14).  We’re not told that these angels were doing anything in 
particular, but they must have been sent by God to watch over and protect Jacob and to 
reassure him of God’s purpose to fulfill His promises.  They may have been the same 
angels he saw in his dream of the ladder.  When Jacob saw them, he said, “This is God’s 
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camp.”  And “so he named that place Mahanaim,” which means two camps.  He gave it 
that name either because with his camp and the angels, there were two camps, or because 
there were actually two companies of angels.  They were there to protect Jacob to make 
sure he arrived safely in Canaan, as He had promised.   

Now the Lord, in His divine plan, has also provided angels to watch over us.  We 
need to remember that the Lord didn’t create the angels only to watch over Jacob, nor 
only those who were in his line all the way to the Messiah.  They were created to be 
servants to all who would inherit salvation.  Now this doesn’t necessarily mean that each 
of us has his own personal angel, but it does mean that the angels watch over and guard 
us, in the Lord’s will.  This is one of the ways that He insures that we will finally inherit 
His salvation, that we will arrive safely in heaven.  If the Lord didn’t protect us, we can 
be sure that the devil would destroy us.  Now this doesn’t give us an excuse to do foolish 
things so that we can see the angels at work.  But it does mean that the Lord will never 
allow anything to happen to us outside of His will.  He will protect us, until the time 
when He brings us to heaven.  And even then it appears as though the angels are 
involved.  In the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus, when Lazarus died, “he was 
carried away by the angels to Abraham’s bosom” (Luke 16:22), which, as you know, is 
another name for heaven.  The Lord will accomplish His will in our lives and bring us 
safely to heaven, because He has given His angels charge concerning us.   

So first, the Lord protected Jacob by sending angels to watch over him.  Second, 
the Lord protected him by giving him the wisdom to send messengers ahead of him to see 
what his brother Esau’s intentions were.  Jacob actually sent them with a very humble 
message.  First, he didn’t at all insist on his right as first-born.  Remember, his father had 
made him the master and Esau the servant.  Instead, he called himself Esau’s “servant” 
(v. 4).  Second, he told them to give a very brief history of what he had been doing the 
past twenty years and how the Lord had blessed him.  And third, he told them to say they 
were sent to him so that he might find favor in his sight.  Again, Jacob did this to find out 
if he still had anything to fear from Esau.  But the Lord in His Providential guidance had 
him do this because He wanted Jacob to know that he still did.  After Esau received the 
messengers, he immediately went out to meet Jacob, with four hundred men.  You don’t 
typically bring an army with you when you’re going out to meet your brother.  Esau 
appears to have wanted revenge.   

Sometimes this is how the Lord protects us:  by alerting us to the fact that we are 
in danger.  One of the best ways to protect yourself from harm is knowing that it’s there 
and staying away from it.  If you know there’s a fire in Yosemite, it’s best to stay out of 
Yosemite.  If there’s a sign at the beach that tells you to beware of a riptide, it’s best not 
to swim there.  I heard that before Mount St. Helens erupted, scientists knew and warned 
those who lived on the Mountain.  But not everyone listened to them, and several died 
when it finally exploded.  The Lord also warns us of coming danger.  He tells us what’s 
going to happen in the future regarding the Day of Judgment, so we can get ready.  He 
tells us about the sin that will injure our souls between now and then, so we can avoid it.  
Sometimes, He even gives us wisdom, like He did here with Jacob, to find out about the 
danger that’s ahead of us, so that if it’s possible, we might avoid it, and if not, so we can 
get ready for it.  The Lord also protects us.  In this case, Jacob couldn’t avoid it.  He had 
to go to the Promised Land and to get there, he had to pass by where Esau lived, because 
Esau was close by.  But since he knew about the danger, he did something to get ready 



3 

for it:  he divided all the people and all the animals into two groups.  In this way, if Esau 
attacked one, the other might escape.   

But the Lord did more.  Not only did He send His angels and alert Jacob to the 
fact that Esau still held a grudge, He also moved on Jacob’s heart, giving him a spirit of 
prayer, giving him the boldness he needed to come before the throne of God and plead 
His promises.  This was one of His most gracious helps.  He gave him the faith he needed 
to call upon the covenant God of Abraham and Isaac, the one and only true and living 
God.  One of the reasons he could, and the most important reason, was because he was in 
covenant with Him.  This was no strange God to Jacob, but the God of his fathers – his 
God by covenant.  The second reason he could call on Him was because of what the Lord 
had told him to do.  He was the One who told him to return his country and to his 
relatives.  He also said that He would prosper him.  When God commands something, He 
also makes it possible to do what He commands.  Jacob then did something that the 
church still has much to learn about:  he humbled himself.  He declared that he was 
unworthy to have received all the lovingkindness and faithfulness which the Lord had 
shown him.  Realizing that he wasn’t worthy of these things, he also realized that he was 
not worthy for the Lord to deliver him now.  But he hoped in God’s mercy and in God’s 
grace, the grace that would come to him through the promised seed.  Finally, he asked the 
Lord to deliver him and his household and did so on the basis of the promise of God’s 
covenant that the Lord would prosper him and multiply his descendants as the sand of the 
sea.  For this to happen, Jacob had to be alive and not dead.   

We see here something more about how we are to come to God in prayer, 
something we’ll see even more of next week.  First, we need to realize that the fact we 
pray at all is a gracious gift of God.  Only the Lord can pour out the Spirit of supplication 
(Zech. 12:10).  We wouldn’t even want to pray, if it were not for Him.  But secondly, 
only He can give us the courage and boldness to dare to come into His presence to ask for 
anything.  We often forget that He is in heaven, infinitely exalted above us.  But He has 
made a way for us to come, a way through His grace.  He has entered into covenant with 
us through His Son Jesus Christ.  And now He tells us to come boldly, as a son to his 
father, to plead the merits of Christ and the gracious promises He has made us in Christ.  
The Lord wants us to know that we have a source of strength as well to enable us to 
fulfill His commandments – that source is Christ, the strength He gives us is the enabling 
strength of His Spirit, and the way we appropriate this strength is by going to the Father, 
through prayer.  But we must remember, even as Jacob did, that we can’t come 
pridefully, demanding His mercies.  We must come in humility, realizing that apart from 
His Son, we have no basis upon which to ask Him for anything.  God rejects the proud, 
even in prayer.  But when we come in humility, pleading His promises through the work 
of His Son, He is pleased to answer our prayers, if we pray according to His will.   

And so first, God protected Jacob by sending His angels, second, by granting him 
the wisdom to learn more about his brother’s continuing hatred, third, by giving him the 
grace he needed to plead the covenant promises of God in prayer.  Lastly, the Lord 
protected him by giving him the further wisdom to appease his brother’s anger with a 
gift.  Jacob had stolen his brother’s birthright.  It was really his since Esau had sold it to 
him, but the way he went about getting it was wrong.  Esau was angry, and he had a right 
to be, although he didn’t have the right to kill Jacob.  But sometimes an extraordinary act 
of kindness can turn away wrath.  And this is what Jacob did as he prepared a very 
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generous gift for his brother Esau, sending it ahead of him in waves, hoping to change his 
brother’s heart before he met him.   

I don’t think I need to tell you that sometimes the Lord can make friends out of 
our enemies if we are willing to go out of our way to show love to them.  If we hate those 
who hate us, we are sure to harden them in their hatred and keep them as our enemies.  
But if we show them love instead, the same kind of love the Lord showed to us when we 
were His enemies, perhaps He will use it to change their hearts.  Either way, the Lord 
tells us that we must love our enemies.  He doesn’t give us the option to hate.   

And so we see that the Lord protected Jacob.  He did so by His angels, by alerting 
Jacob to Esau’s continuing hatred, by drawing him near to Him in prayer, and by giving 
him the wisdom he needed to seek peace, while his enemy was still a ways off.  The last 
thing we might want to just touch on is Jacob’s fear.  Should Jacob have been afraid and 
reacted the way he did, especially when he had the commandment to return to the land 
and the promise of God’s protection?  Perhaps not.  After all, the Lord is faithful.  
Perhaps Jacob shouldn’t have been afraid as he was.  But let’s not forget that the Lord 
uses means to his ends, even our faults and weaknesses.  It was because of Jacob’s fear 
that he sought to find out where Esau’s heart was.  It was because of his fear that he 
sought the Lord in prayer.  It was because of his fear that he prepared a gift to show his 
enemy the kind of generosity that the Lord uses to change hearts.  And don’t forget, that 
even though Jacob was afraid, he still went through with this journey and trusted in the 
Lord.  Not all fear is bad – some is, but some isn’t.  Fear of something that threatens your 
life is healthy.  Even our Lord had that (Luke 22:44).  It depends on whether our fear 
keeps us from doing the will of God.  If it drives us to Him, it can have a good purpose.  
But if it drives us away from Him and His will, we need to repent of it.  Let’s learn from 
this passage to trust in the Lord and to cultivate faithfulness, so that we will be less afraid 
than we are, knowing that the One who called us will also watch over us and protect us 
on our journey to the heavenly land of Canaan.  Amen.   


