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Jacob’s Prayer/Struggle and Ours 

Genesis 32:3-31 Great Prayers of OT 

Introduction: 

Between now and the beginning of Lent, our focus in worship is going to be 

prayers of the OT.  One goal I have for this year is to help us all grow 

deeper in our faith and our relationship with God, and prayer—is a daring 

dialogue in which we engage with our Creator and Redeemer.   

This morning we consider the prayer of Jacob. 

(Read Genesis 32:3-31) 

A Sunday school teacher was talking with her first grade class about the ten 

commandments.  She had explained the commandment about honoring 

one’s parents.  Then she asked her students: 

“Is there a commandment that tells us how to treat our brothers and 

sisters?” 

“Oh yes,” spoke up one student. “It’s the one that says ‘Thou shall not kill’!” 

Indeed, sibling rivalry is a predominant theme in the Bible, beginning with  

Cain and Abel in Genesis (OT), all the way through to James and John in the 

NT.   

Today we are considering Jacob. Jacob is a twin, born only minutes after his 

fraternal twin brother Esau, and apparently grasping at his brother’s heel.   

Their rivalry began in the womb and continued throughout their lives.  Think 

what you will about the influence of birth order, but it seems clear in the 

story of Jacob and Esau that birth order had a profound effect on these two 

brothers.  

Let’s be honest:  Jacob was not a nice man.  He was a conniving crook, who 

stole his brother’s birthright.  He is a deceiver.  Jacob has only one interest 

in life and that is looking out for himself.  He wants what he wants, and he 

will stoop as low as he needed to go, to get it.  Their sibling rivalry is made 

worse by the fact that their parents, Isaac and Rebekah played favorites, 

each choosing one of the twins over the other.  (That is a story for another 

day!) 
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But this life-long rivalry has brought Jacob to a crossroads, if you will.  A 

time of decision.  A confrontation with his brother is in the offing…What will 

happen? He is needing to reconcile with his brother, but how?  

First, Jacob sends scouts ahead who return to inform him that Esau is 

approaching, along with 400 men.  In an effort to appease him, Jacob sends 

groups of livestock ahead, as a gift, a peace offering, if you will. 

Meanwhile, true to his conniving self, Jacob then divides his camp—all his 

people/family and slaves, including his remaining livestock and possessions-

- in half, sending them toward Esau at different times, in hopes that by 

doing so, at least one group will survive.  That is how angry he fears his 

brother to be.   

 

So Jacob prays: 

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.’” 

Jacob pours out his fears to God.  He admits he is not worthy/or a better 

translation, he is vulnerable.  He acknowledges that God has been faithful to 

him, even when he has not been faithful in return.  He recognizes God’s 

blessing is already present his life. Then he prays for “salvation” from the 

wrath of his brother. Then, Jacob calls God out—demanding, if you will—that 

God make good on his promises (v. 12 But you have said!) 

Last week Pastor Cindy discussed the nature of a covenant.  Here Jacob 

refers to the covenant that Yahweh God had made with his grandfather 

Abraham, and his father Isaac, which also includes himself. 
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What is the covenant? A promise between two parties. God has promised to 

be their God, and they in turn have promised to be God’s people.  God has 

promised that they will become a people of significance, both in terms of 

numbers and influence, and that they will eventually, also inherit land. 

In his prayer Jacob confesses that the blessings he has already received, 

that he has indeed prospered, and that he is unworthy of God’s faithful love 

which has been made evident in these blessings. 

Because he fears the wrath of his brother Esau, Jacob prays for salvation—

indeed, that God will save him, sparing his life and that of his wives and 

children. 

Finally, Jacob calls God out!  In verse 12 he prays:  “But you have said…” 

Here Jacob lays claim to the promises of God! 

This is a great prayer.  A model prayer, if you will.   

We might use it ourselves, in terms of our own prayer life.   

First, we can be real with God.  No need for pretense or fancy words. We are 

who we are, so  like Jacob, we can tell God—in no uncertain terms—how 

undeserving and vulnerable we are, and how much we need God’s help.   

Second:  We can ask for what we need:  while we are at it, why not ask for 

something of significance?  Something big… 

Third: And we, also as children of the Covenant—can lay claim to the 

promises of God!  

  

Do you know them?  These are a few of God’s promises, that are made to 

you and me: to never leave us or forsake us, to listen to and respond to our 

prayers, to save, forgive and justify us, and  SO much more!  Someone has 

taken time to count the promises of God, and they number well over 6,000! 

“For no matter how many promises God has made, they are “Yes” in Christ.  

And so through Him the “Amen” is spoken by us to the Glory of God” 2 

Corinthians 1:20.  “Amen” means “it is true” “it is certain”, “so be it”. We 

must take God at his word because his Word is true.  We can and we should 

claim God’s promises when we pray! 
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Jacob sends his family and flocks off across the river and returns for the 

night.  What is it about night time? In the quiet, in the dark, the struggle 

begins.  

Out of nowhere, Jacob is overtaken by and wrestles with a nameless, 

mysterious man. Much is left to our imaginations. But we’ve all been there, 

haven’t we?  The sleepless night, tossing and turning, exhausted physically 

but mentally/spiritually wrestling with an issue, turning it over and over in 

our minds.  

Jacob’s struggle ensues until dawn.  

It appears to be a draw…neither prevails, “neither can quite have his way. 

But if this other one is God, what does it mean to say that Jacob has come 

to a draw with him?  What kind of man is Jacob that he can force a draw, 

even against heaven?  This is no ordinary man. And certainly, no ordinary 

God! Clearly this is no ordinary story! (W.Bruggemann p. 267) 

After the wrestlers are exhausted in conflict, they are reduced to speech. 

Breathlessly, they engage one another.  

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.” 

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,[f]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. 

Jacob is nothing, if not tenacious.  He will not let go until he gains 

something. He demands a blessing.  What he gets, is a limp, and new 

identity. 

When the new day dawns, the stranger is gone and so is Jacob. 
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The mysterious man gives him a new name: Isra-el, which means “God 

strives”, “God struggles”, or “God perseveres.”  

Israel has its beginnings, not in success or shrewdness or land, but Israel is 

borne out of struggling with God. There is grace in the struggle, as Israel 

comments at the conclusion: “…I saw God face to face and yet my life was 

spared.” (v.30).   

“God Struggles”  is an odd name, is it not? 

God struggles with those he loves, so that we will stop our own short-

sighted, bound-to-fail struggles to get life's best on our own terms, and 

instead, rely on God.  

God desires to bless us, as he blessed Jacob.  But we cannot get God's 

blessings doing things our own way. 

It often happens like this: You're in the midst of some challenging situation 

in life—a crisis at work or something with your family/marriage or a health 

scare. You do everything you can to manage it, to make it work. But what 

has worked for you before, doesn't work anymore. No matter how hard you 

try, no matter how much you struggle, the wheels begin to come off. Things 

fall apart… You're defeated. There's no more fight left in you. You just spent 

a terrible night at the Jabbok River. You just wrestled with God. 

I read recently about a fellow who helped teach life-saving classes at the 

local swimming pool. He wasn't the teacher exactly. He was the victim, the 

drowning person in need of rescue. He’d swim out into the deep end and 

play the part of the frantic, drowning man. He'd splash and gasp and cry for 

help. Each student would dive in and attempt to save him. 

The article explained that the way to save someone who is drowning, 

conscious and panicky, is to stop just beyond his reach. Then one should 

dive deep under him, and from behind, throw one arm across his chest and 

grab him hard in his arm pit. It hurts. It's supposed to. It's supposed to hurt 

enough, in fact, that the swimmer goes limp. He then stops fighting and 

allows himself to be carried to safety. In other words, the only way to save 

him is to defeat him first—even hurt him if you must. That is what God did 

with Jacob there by the Jabbok. God conquered him in order to save him.  

(Lee Eclov) 
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In our praying—the pouring out of our fears and vulnerabilities--and in our 

wordless wrestling, we encounter the Living God. We learn who God is—the 

Grace-Full One who bestows blessing, even in the midst of our struggle. 

Even and perhaps especially in touching our lives in irrevocable ways, so 

that we limp on through life, forever changed. 

 

From Jacob we can learn:  To never let go!  To hang on for dear life, until 

God comes through, so that we may be transformed---so that we may find 

our true identity—and we find a new name as children of the Covenant. 

We may limp on through life, but one thing we will know for certain—we will 

have encountered the Living God, and we will never be the same. 

Let us pray. 
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