
 

Introduction 

This morning we continue our look at some of the People of God, people down through the 

centuries who knew God and walked with Him – sometimes well and other times not so well! 

As we look at them, we are seeking to discover things that we can learn from their 

relationship with God which can help us in our own walk with Him. They may have lived in 

very different circumstances to us, but our God never changes and the things they learned 

about Him are still true for us today. 

Last week we looked at the young widow, Ruth. She was a particularly likeable woman and if 

you’re like me, you find yourself cheering her on, happy to see God guiding and protecting 

her and bringing her into His family and into the ancestral line of Jesus. We feel that she 

deserves to be blessed. Today we are going to look at Jacob who was very different. He was 

not a particularly nice man. There are times in his life when we would definitely not approve 

of his behaviour. However, we will see that God chose him and continued faithful to him 

even when he didn’t deserve it. 

We are not looking at these people in chronological 

order. If you remember, Ruth came to live in Canaan 

during the time of the Judges in the time of the 

Formation of the nation of Israel. Jacob lived earlier. He 

was one of the Patriarchs who were leaders of God’s 

chosen family before the nation was formed. In later 

years, people identified the God they worshipped as “the 

God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” as they were the 

forefathers of the people of Israel. They were largely 

nomads who moved around Canaan, down into Egypt 

and up into modern-day eastern Turkey.  

Jacob’s Story 

Jacob’s story was largely shaped by his rivalry with his brother – which started even before 

he was born! We read that “Rebekah became pregnant with twins. But the two children 

struggled with each other in her womb.” Struggled is a tame translation of the Hebrew word 

used. Literally, they “smashed” each other in her womb. It makes me sore just thinking about 

it! 

When Rebekah asked God what was happening, He told her, “The sons in your womb will 

become two nations. From the very beginning, the two nations will be rivals. One nation will 

be stronger than the other; and your older son will serve your younger.” God was 

prophesying a serious case of sibling rivalry! And sure enough, when the twins were born, 



Esau was born first but Jacob came out holding on to Esau’s heel as if he was trying to stop 

Esau getting out first. Jacob’s name reflected this struggle as it means “grasper” which 

included idea that he was willing to do whatever it took to get what he wanted. 

And the “grasping” after the first-born status continued as a young man. He bargained with 

Esau to get the extra portion of inheritance which was due the first-born. And then he tricked 

his father, Isaac, into giving him the first-born’s blessing which was a prophecy of future 

prosperity as the leader of the family. He had “grasped” the inheritance and he had 

“grasped” the blessing. As you can imagine, this did serious damage to their relationship! To 

try to settle things down a bit, Isaac and Rebekah hurriedly send Jacob away to his uncle’s 

family to find a wife and get him away from his brother before their rivalry gets any worse.  

On his way to his uncle’s place, with a very uncertain future ahead of him, God meets him 

for the first of several encounters. In fact, Jacob, despite his problems (or maybe because of 

them!), had more direct encounters with God than most. I am sure many of you remember 

the story of the vision he had of a ladder going up to heaven and angels ascending and 

descending on it. Once this got Jacob’s attention, God spoke to him, saying: 

“I am the LORD, the God of your grandfather Abraham, and the God of your father, 

Isaac. The ground you are lying on belongs to you. I am giving it to you and your 

descendants. Your descendants will be as numerous as the dust of the earth! They will 

spread out in all directions—to the west and the east, to the north and the south. And 

all the families of the earth will be blessed through you and your descendants. 

(Genesis 28:13,14) 

In saying this, God is extending the covenant, which He had made with Abraham, onto 

Jacob. Like Abraham, he is promised the land of Canaan and numerous descendants who 

will be a blessing to the nations. This must have meant so much to Jacob who, through his 

own actions, had been forced out of his home and must have wondered if he still had a place 

in God’s plans for his family. Not only was his future uncertain, but the immediate future had 

no guarantees. But God assured him He had that covered as well. 

What’s more, I am with you, and I will protect you wherever you go. One day I will 

bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have finished giving you 

everything I have promised you.” (Genesis 28:15) 

As Jacob continued on his journey, he went with a new assurance of God’s presence, and 

ultimate control of his life. And over the next couple of chapters, we see this working out for 

Jacob. His family grows and his wealth grows – although it is not without intrigue and 

conflict! Jacob continues his “grasping” behaviour as he bargains for the wife he wants and 

manipulates things to get the payment he wants for his work. However, in his uncle Laban, 

he finds someone who is even more cunning and “grasping” than he is. Once again, the 

conflict escalates, and relationships breakdown and Jacob decides to flee for his life. But 

God protects Jacob from an angry Laban and Jacob continues on to Canaan with his large 

family and great wealth. 

And this journey home becomes a turning point for Jacob. I think for the first time in his life, 

he is really afraid. He doesn’t know what kind of welcome he will receive from Esau or the 

rest of his family. When he hears that Esau is coming to meet him with 400 men, we are told 

that Jacob is terrified – understandably! He continues to try to bargain and manipulate his 

way out of the situation, but we sense that he isn’t sure it is going to work this time. Finally at 

the end of his schemes, he bows his head to God and acknowledges that he needs God’s 

help. He prays: 



I am not worthy of all the unfailing love and faithfulness you have shown to me, your 

servant. …  O LORD, please rescue me from the hand of my brother, Esau. I am afraid 

that he is coming to attack me, along with my wives and children. (Genesis 32:10,11) 

Jacob sends his flocks and servants possessions and family on ahead and, as he passes 

the night all alone and afraid, God comes to him and meets with him face to face. Now, you 

might assume that Jacob will fall to his face before God like so many others do – or at least 

take off his shoes in bow in reverence – not so! Jacob tries to get the better of God and 

wrestles with Him! Now we know that with one thought God could have destroyed Jacob, but 

God doesn’t do that. In a display of His great love, God allows Jacob to wrestle with Him and 

work out all his fear and frustration and anger and pain. Jacob continues to wrestle with God 

all night! But when God feels the time is right, he doesn’t stop Jacob by knocking him out, 

but simply wounds him, touching his hip and dislocating it. Finally, Jacob comes to the end 

of his strength. He doesn’t win the wrestling match with God, and he will be in no condition to 

fight with Esau if it comes to that. Jacob has to submit to God and trust him.  

And when he does this, God changes his name to signify a change in his status and 

character. He changes his name from Jacob, the “grasping deceiver” to Israel, the one with 

whom “God wrestled”. This is the beginning of a change in Jacob. He doesn’t change 

completely – he still won’t let go of God until God blesses him! - but he begins to move 

towards a better relationship with God and others. The Jacob that heads out that next 

morning to meet Esau is a different man than the one who ran away from Esau all the years 

before, and even a different man to the one who ran away from Laban just short while 

before. This man is more aware of his limitations, less likely to try to “grasp” and bargain his 

way through life and more willing to trust God to give him what he needs.  

And the first thing God gives this new Jacob, is a restored relationship with Esau. Jacob 

advances towards Esau, hesitatingly bowing before him, but Esau runs to him and embraces 

him and kisses him and they weep together. It is a joyous reunion which gives both of them 

a chance to begin again.  

Not that they would ever completely get over their rivalry!  Jacob moves into Canaan and 

eventually returns to the land of his father, Isaac. After his father dies, it becomes clear that 

there isn’t enough room for both Jacob and Esau’s families on the land, so Esau moves 

away and establishes his family in the hill country of Seir and thus the nation of Edom is 

formed. Unfortunately, the Edomites caused the Israelites much trouble over the years – the 

rivalry continued for generations. 

But God wasn’t finished with Jacob yet. He appears to him again when he returns to Bethel 

to worship. God speaks to him under the name El Shaddai – God Almighty – the one who 

had shown his power in bringing Jacob back home to Canaan and the one who will continue 

to show his power in protecting and growing His family into the future. God re-iterates his 

name change and renews his covenant with him, promising that Jacob’s descendants would 

be a great nation in a great land and would give rise to great kings.  

Even after these momentous events, Jacob’s story is never easy. His own contentious 

nature is passed on to his twelve sons and we see them getting into all kinds of trouble 

bringing him much pain and sorrow. Eventually they even sell one of their own, Joseph, into 

slavery in Egypt - which is an important story in and of itself! But God uses even this disaster 

to protect Jacob and his family and provide for them. And even though it seems that they are 

moving away from the land God promised them when they move to Egypt, when Jacob dies, 

Jospeh takes him back to Canaan for burial in the family grave as an affirmation that the 

sojourn in Egypt is just temporary. They will return one day just as God promised. 

 



Our Story 

As I look at Jacob’s story, there are many lessons we can learn, but one stands out to me. 

Despite all Jacob did, God remained faithful to him. As we read in the Psalm at the 

beginning of our service, “The Lord is compassionate and merciful, slow to get angry and 

filled with unfailing love.” (Psalm 103:8) I am sure I would have just given up on Jacob. 

However, God hung in there with him and gave him chance after chance. He didn’t cover up 

Jacob’s problems, and Jacob did often suffer the consequences of his actions, but God 

continued to work with him and even when he refused to submit and wrestled with God 

Himself, God didn’t destroy him, but only wounded him, a wound of love which would forever 

remind him that encounter.  

This is a picture of all of God’s dealings with the nation of Israel, isn’t it? God always loved 

them and always remained faithful to them, but like their namesake, they continually sought 

to go their own way and God had to wrestle with them to bring them back to Himself. And 

when they refused to turn to Him, he didn’t wipe them out, but he did wound them to force 

them to stop their wrestling and bring them back into dependence on Him. 

And it is a picture of our walk with God as well. If we are honest, we have to admit that we 

repeatedly sin against God and seek to go our own way under our own control and with our 

own strength. Even after we become Christians, we still like to think that we control our won 

lives and can make our own way. But we are broken by sin and so often do what is wrong. 

We too need to come to the point of admitting to God that we need Him. That we can’t live 

this Christian life in our own strength. And sometimes, God has to wound us in love, to bring 

us to this point of surrender.  

But the wonder of the gospel is that God loves us. He is slow to anger and rich in mercy 

beyond all that we deserve. No matter what we have done, how suborn we have been, God 

is always there just waiting for us to come to Him so that He can bless us with His love and 

forgiveness and care – beyond all we can imagine.  

The song we are going to finish with is famous as a call to salvation. But I think it is a call to 

all of us, Christians as well, to come to God and find His forgiveness and healing. The 

minute we are willing to admit our need, God is there. And He promises he will always be 

there for us because He loves us with an unfailing love. 

 

 


