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Background to understand a very strange story! 

• Jacob deceived Esau twice - don’t need to understand the 

cultural details but it tells us something about Jacob 

• He has to flee; his life is in danger, to Rebekah’s brother Laban 

up north 

• En route: At Bethel he has a vision from God. Note his reaction, 

he bargains with God (28:20). That also says a lot about Jacob. 

• Long story of his encounter with Laban, they deceive each 

other, Jacob picks up a couple of wives, get rich and has to flee, 

again … chased by Laban! 

• On his way back as he is worrying about meeting Esau, he again 

encounters God. Note: his attitude to God is changing, a bit. 

(32: 10) but, just in case, he still divides his flock! The human 

solution! 

 

At the Jabbok River we have one of the strangest stories in scripture; 

Jacob is involved in an all night fight with God! Ironic: who was 

Jacobs’s real antagonist in this story? At the human level it was Esau, 

yet in reality it was God. This same God who promised a land to the 

descendants of Abraham and Isaac, and in spite of his confession, now 

blocks his way, for the Promised Land is on the other side of the river! 

‘A la’ Robin Hood and Little John! Not only does he wrestle with God 

but he seems to be winning, so God seeks to gain an advantage by 

injuring Jacobs’s hip. Still Jacob fights on, and it is the ‘man’ who asks, 

“Let me go”. This goes on till nearly dawn, where the ‘man’ might be 

concerned that he will be recognised. It seems at this point that Jacob 

does not know who he is fighting.  Jacob’s response, bless me first. 

Remember this is a blessing he had stolen by deception! The encounter 

finishes with a change of name, because Jacob not only won the fight, 

he also finds out who he has beaten, so he receives the blessing. Jacob 

was not going to let it God go. Something positive is beginning to show 

through in the character of Jacob.  

 

So what does all that mean? Well Jacob is changing, as he encounters 

God at different stages of his journey. I think we can see the 

relationship building.  He is not the finished article; there are lots of 

rough edges and poor attitudes yet to be smoothed off.  He did not all of 

a sudden become a hero of the faith, as we would maybe have liked him 

to be! It is amazing that God decided to fulfil his promise through 

someone whose middle name was in practice, ‘deception’! 

 

Is that not what the journey of discipleship is actually all about, as we 

encounter God, sometimes in ways we just can’t explain? To be a 

disciple is to learn, and we learn through God’s interventions in our 

lives. Let us not be surprised, when we meet God, especially in the 

difficult and dark moments of life! This story is an image of a struggle 

in the darkness. 

 

It is a physical description of a spiritual encounter, so profound and 

real, where a man at a low ebb, desperate, who has tried all other 

routes, meets God.  “He provokes the struggle, that he may conquer us 

by being overcome.”  It is as if God surrenders victory, so that he might 

win. The man Jacob seems victorious, yet he is also wounded.  

 

The other thing that Jacob comes away from the Jabbok with is a limp! 

I think that is significant.  

 

I wonder what our ‘hip’ might be / our affliction? For Paul it was 

physical. (See 2
nd

 Cor. 12: 7-10) Have we wrestled with God in such 

places and times that God has left his ‘mark’ on us? A spiritual mark, a 

reminder of a spiritual encounter, even to the point that it reminds us of 

our dependence on God. For each of us that mark will be different, but 

they all have something in common. They say to us, I have encountered 

God and he has given me victory, for he has blessed me in Jesus Christ, 

but it has come at a cost, for I have limped away, with the mark of God 

upon me, to carry on my journey of discipleship. Amen 

 


