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Can We Wrestle with God? (Jacob/Israel)
“The Faith Learning Curve” Genesis Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark
August 23, 2009

Genesis 32
We have a lot of questions about things.  Here are a few you might have wondered:

· Why is it called a hamburger when it's made out of beef? 

· Why do you put suits in garment bags and put garments in suitcases?

· Why doesn't glue stick to the inside of the bottle?

· Why isn't there mouse-flavored cat food?

· Why does a round pizza come in a square box?

· When two airplanes almost collide, why do they call it a near miss—it sounds like a near hit to me?

· Why do you drive in a parkway and park in a driveway?

· Why are they called apartments when they're stuck together?

· Why are they called buildings when they are already finished?  Shouldn't we call them builts?

· Why does sour cream have an expiration date?

· Why do they call it the Department of Interior when they are in charge of everything outdoors?

· Why is it, when a door is open it's ajar, but when a jar is open, it's not adoor?

· (here is a political one) If "con" is the opposite of "pro," then what is the opposite of progress?
· How much deeper would the ocean be if sponges didn't grow in it?

· Isn't it a bit unnerving that doctors call what they do "practice"?

When we get into difficult situations, we have bigger, more serious questions.  Why does someone get cancer, get separated or divorced, lose a job, can’t make house payments, get hurt or killed in a car accident that was not their fault, is in the wrong place at the wrong time, lose a child, or get wounded or killed fighting in the military?  The list goes on and on of “Why?”  And we wonder where God is in the midst of these difficult “Why?”s.  Philip Yancey’s in his amazing book Disappointment with God lists the three most difficult, yet most honest questions we all have of doubt about God in the midst of troubles: 1) Is God unfair?  2) Is God silent?  3) Is God hidden?

Today, through the life of Jacob, I will ask with you this question, “Are you fighting against God or wrestling with Him?”  We all go through difficult times and we all have doubts.  There is nothing wrong with doubts in difficult times.  There is nothing wrong with being honest and asking difficult questions to the Lord.  In fact, the Lord encourages us to do that.  What does not help is to fight against God in the difficulty.  I want you to know that God wants to help you in the trials and troubles of life.  We might not always understand why God allows these troubles into our lives, but I want you to understand that God will always be with you in all the difficult times to help you get through them and grow stronger in the Lord because of them.  So stop fighting against God and start wresting honestly and lovingly with Him through the tough times!
Let’s look at how Jacob learned this huge lesson of faith in God.  Genesis records an in-depth history of Jacob’s life, which I will summarize quickly for you.  Jacob was the son of Isaac and the grandson of Abraham, the third Patriarch of the Old Testament.  Before he was born, God told Jacob’s mother Rebekah a promise about Jacob.  Genesis 25:23, The LORD said to her, "Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger."  Rebekah gave birth to twins.  Esau was born first then Jacob.  Jacob came out in an amazing way that tells us a lot about his character, lifestyle and how he got his name.  Genesis 25:26, After this, his brother came out, with his hand grasping Esau's heel; so he was named Jacob.  Jacob literally means the one who grasped the heel, but also means the schemer or deceiver.  We are told the twins fought in the womb, and Jacob fought to come out of the womb first.  Why?  Because that meant he would be the first-born and the one who would get the special blessing of the first born.  Since he came out second, he fought from then on to get blessings from his father and from God.  Jacob would fight against everyone, including God.  Jacob could have been an American; taught from the beginning to fight for ourselves, pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps, get ahead at all costs, be number one and succeed by getting to the top, no matter how many backs you had to step on to get there.
Sure enough, Jacob battled his older brother Esau over and over again for the blessing of the first born.  One time Jacob schemed to get Esau's to sell his birthright to him.  Esau was very hungry and Jacob, waiting for this opportunity, made Esau’s favorite stew.  Jacob told Esau he could eat the stew if Esau would give him the birthright of the first born son.  What a schemer, waiting for his compulsive brother to come home so hungry, he would do anything to eat.  Esau sells the birthright of the first born to Jacob for the stew.  Later, Jacob schemes with his mother Rebekah to get Esau's first born blessing from his father Isaac.  When Isaac was blind and near death, he called for Esau to bless him.  Jacob dressed up like his hairy brother with goatskins and Esau's clothes.  Isaac was blind, so by feeling the goatskins, he thought this was Esau.  Isaac blessed Jacob instead of Esau with the first born blessing.  When Esau heard this he grew furious with rage.  Jacob had to flee from Esau's anger and his father and went to live in their ancient homeland of Mesopotamia.  His scheming kept getting Jacob into trouble.
How much do we feel we must compete against our brothers and sisters?  How much do we think we have to prove ourselves and fight against others to get what we think is rightly ours?  How often have these struggles been worthwhile because they break down our families, our relationships and our churches with power struggles and competitions to get ahead of everyone else?  We are not content to see others get ahead.  We strive to become first even in the church family.  We end up alone, frustrated and suffering the consequences for our selfish and destructive tendencies to compete with everyone else.
I want you to notice the next thing that happens, while Jacob was fleeing for his life from his brother.  God had not abandoned this schemer, deceiver Jacob.  In a dream, God blessed Jacob personally and promised him a huge future, and all of God’s support.  Listen to Genesis 28:12-15, He (Jacob) had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.  13There above it stood the LORD, and he said: "I am the LORD, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac.  I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying.  14Your descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south.  All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring.  15I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land.  I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you."  God gave Jacob the great promise He gave to Jacob's grandfather Abraham and father Isaac.  A minister one day sat in his church to meet anyone who might have spiritual difficulties.  Only one came.  "What is your difficulty?" asked the minister.  The man answered, "My difficulty is the ninth chapter of Romans, where it says, 'Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I hated,'"  "Yes," said the minister, "there is great difficulty in that verse; but which part of the verse is difficult for you?"  “The latter part, of course," said the man.  "I cannot understand why God should hate Esau."  The minister replied, "That verse has often been difficult, but my difficulty has always been with the first part of the verse.  I never could understand how God could love that wily, deceitful, supplanting scoundrel Jacob."  Yet God does love this schemer Jacob.  Because God never gave up on Jacob, I know He won’t give up on me.  Does that help you?

Even with this incredible promise of help from God, Jacob still did not change his scheming ways.  It is hard to change personality and lifestyle, especially if the person is stubborn and independent.  Take it from me, I have had to learn this lesson the hard way too often.  Jacob keeps on scheming, fighting against God instead of wrestling with Him in faith.  Jacob went to ancient Mesopotamia and battled against Laban, his father-in-law.  We find this battle in Genesis 29 to 31.  Jacob lived in the house of Laban, a schemer just like Jacob.  He worked for 7 years for Laban's daughter Rachel, but got her sister Leah instead in a trick by Laban.  Jacob worked seven more years for Rachel.  With many more intricate tricks and traps, Jacob built up his families, flocks, and good fortune at the misfortune of Laban.  Laban then was very angry at Jacob.  Jacob fled for his life again with all his family and flocks.  He goes back toward his father’s house in the Promised Land.  However, Jacob was trapped; caught between his past and present adversaries.  He runs from Laban behind, while Esau is coming from ahead.  What would Jacob do?  What do you do if you were Jacob with no way out?
Jacob finally prayed for God's help.  He finally learned to wrestle with God through the difficulty and stop fighting against Him.  Genesis 32:9-12, Then Jacob prayed, "O God of my father Abraham, God of my father Isaac, O LORD, who said to me, 'Go back to your country and your relatives, and I will make you prosper,' 10I 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 groups.  11Save 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.  12But you have said, 'I will surely make you prosper and will make your descendants like the sand of the sea, which cannot be counted.'"

I love Jacob’s prayer because it is a perfect model for us to use when we talk to God and seek His help.  Jacob does four things in this prayer.  They can be summed up in the word ACTS.  1) Jacob remembers God’s faithfulness to His promises and praises Him.  This is A for Adoration.  2) He humbles himself before the Lord, realizing he can’t be god of his own life, and only God can help run his life in the right way.  This is C for Confession.  3) He thanks God for his blessings.  Jacob realizes he would have nothing without God.  This is T for Thanksgiving.  4) Then, and only then, Jacob asks God to save him and calls on His promises to him.  This is S for Supplication.  That is the prayer of ACTS.  We don’t get answers to prayer because we go straight to the S.  There is no power in praying just for help because we aren’t seeking God, just His help.  God wants to help us, but He wants to know us more.  He wants to be in a relationship with us.  He wants us to know Him as the great and faithful God not just in our emergencies, but also in all the rest of life.  So we need to seek God, then his blessings will come.
Now that Jacob comes to God in this right way, calling upon Him to be his personal God, God answers Jacob’s prayer.  Yet God answered the prayer in a strange way.  He jumped Jacob in the middle of the night and wrestled him.  Jacob thought this was an assailant.  Jacob fought for his life, but realized this assailant was too strong.  Instead of keeping up the fight, Jacob did something he had never done before.  In his desperation, he must change his lifestyle.  Instead of fighting and living by his own wits and strength, Jacob began to cling for his life to the assailant.  Genesis 32:22-30, 22That night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two maidservants and his eleven sons and crossed the ford of the Jabbok.  23After he had sent them across the stream, he sent over all his possessions.  24So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak.  25When 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.  26Then the man said, “Let me go, for it is daybreak.”  But Jacob replied, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”  27The man asked him, “What is your name?”  “Jacob,” he answered.  28Then the man said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, (he struggles with God) because you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome.”  29Jacob said, “Please tell me your name.”  But he replied, “Why do you ask my name?”  Then he blessed him there.  30So Jacob called the place Peniel (face of God), saying, “It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared.”

Instead of fighting against God and everyone else, Jacob wrestled with God.  He clung to God and would not let go of Him.  He sought to know God’s name, to know God better in the midst of the struggle.  That is faith!  Faith means trusting in God even when we don’t understand Him.  Faith means holding on to God, because we do know God loves us and won’t destroy us.  Faith means trusting in God even while we wonder what the Lord is doing to us.  From this wrestling match, Jacob received a new name = Israel.  Israel literally means “he struggles with God.”  He held on and discovered God would bless Him and honor all the promises God made to Jacob.  Now as Israel, as the one who trusts God to get him through and out of the trials and troubles, he finally found peace with his adversaries.  God changed their hearts, and Israel made amends with Esau and Laban.  Esau's warmly welcomed Israel in a big bear hug.  Israel is reunited with his family.  From that day on, because he struggled through life with God - not against him, Israel enjoyed the blessing of God.  With his 12 children he inherited the Promised Land.  The 12 tribes of Israel come from his sons and form the mighty nation of God.
We need to understand with Jacob/Israel that God's gifts are free.  We can’t earn our salvation or God’s favor.  We must unlearn our American “do it on our own” mentality.  We must learn we are not just individual striving for ourselves but we are on God’s team, part of God’s family, united in His Body.  We don’t earn God’s love.  Jesus freely poured out more love to us through His blood and life given for us on the cross than we can ever know what to do with.  It is ours to receive in abundance by faith, by trust, by letting God direct our lives through difficulty and through celebration alike.  God is so big and so good, there is plenty of His love and blessings to go around.  We seek Him and God gladly receives us, not matter what we have done before.  He wants to help us personally.
I have two big hummingbird feeders hung up on my backyard porch.  I keep them filled with plenty of sugar water, exactly how hummingbirds love them.  With so much abundance of sugar water, it makes me laugh, yet also makes me sad that the hummingbirds fight over the feeders.  They have their control battles over who will dominate at the feeder.  By instinct they think that the resource is scarce.  I wish I could tell them in a way that they understand; they don’t have to fight anymore.  I provide abundantly for them, but they don’t understand that.  That is the way it is with God’s love for us in Jesus.  Jesus told us that He came with abundant life for us.  We don’t need to compete for His love, mercy and power.  His supply of abundant life is infinite.  We don’t have to fight, just hold on to Him in faith, no matter the situation, and receive His promised help and goodness.  We need to unlearn our old instinct of fighting and competing against each other for a limited supply of good things.  Living in this world, we think we need to work hard amidst the trial, difficulties, and temptations.  We think that carries over with God and think we have to scheme and sweat to earn eternal life.  No, in Jesus we can receive the gift of God's love and life with joy, realizing He has come into our world and now to our lives.  It is free for the asking, and there is plenty for all who want to know the Lord.
So, when we have struggles in life, we choose now to learn to struggle with God, not against Him through life’s concerns.  Instead of doing it all on our own, take it to Jesus.  Take all our questions, concerns, doubts, decisions, troubles, trials, temptations, everything to Him who has demonstrated beyond all doubt that He loves us and overcomes all our adversaries for us.  The cross and resurrection of Jesus answers all of Philip Yancey’s three honest questions of doubt about God: Is God unfair?  No.  Is God silent?  No.  Is God hidden?  No.  Look at the cross.  Yancey realized this too.  He wrote, (Disappointment with God, page 53), “I had a strong sense that God doesn’t care so much about begin analyzed.  Mainly, he wants to be loved.  Nearly every page of his Word rustles with this message.  And I returned home knowing I must somehow explore the relationship between a passionate God – hungry for the love of his people – and the people themselves.  All feelings of disappointment with God trace down to a breakdown in that relationship.”

At the end of our lives, we will look back and say that, without Jesus we never would have made it at all.  We could not have done it on our own, nor do we have to live without Him now.  He carries us through every difficulty.  He overcomes all our enemies.  He leads us even through the valley of the shadow of doubt.  We need to repair the breakdowns in our relationship with God, and enjoy Him in everything.  Robert L. Russell wrote about a loving couple, "I'll never forget being in the fireside room when they celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary.  I said to the husband, "Ken, fifty years is a long time."  He immediately responded, "Not nearly as long as it would have been without her."  I have been through a lot of years with Jesus now.  He has never given up on me.  He has never let go of me.  I could not have done it without Him.  I have discovered how wonderful life is with Him.  As I have wrestled with Him through all of life, I have discovered His many blessings.  How about you?  Will you stop fighting against the Lord and start wrestling with Him by faith through your life situations?  You don’t have to be alone.  The Lord is right there for you today.
Let’s ask the Lord to help us using the ACTS prayer of Jacob/Israel.  Let me pray this prayer for both you and me.  "O God of our father Abraham, God of our father Isaac, God of our Lord Jesus Christ.  O LORD, who said to me, 'Go back to your Heavenly Father and your brothers and sisters in Christ, and I will make you prosper,' I am unworthy of all the kindness and faithfulness You have shown me Your servant.  I had nothing when I came into this world, but now I have all Your blessings and promises, all my family and friends, all my brothers and sisters in Jesus.  Thank You Lord for all You have given me.  Save me, I pray, from the hand of my enemies, for I am afraid they will come and attack me, and also my family.  Protect us from the evil one who wants to do us harm and keep us from You Lord.  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.'  We give You our difficulties and concerns Lord.  We know You will help us through them all and shower your blessings upon us.  You are a great Savior, and we follow only You to abundant and eternal life.  Amen.
Questions:

· How much do you feel you have to show God you are worthy of His love?

· How has God shown us all He loves us unconditionally?

· What are some struggles and honest concerns you have with God?
