
Israel: Wrestling With God (Gen 32:22-32) 

In this second episode of Jacob’s life we have considered, there is a return occurring. 
Whereas he fled from home in Beersheba (in Canaan)—because of the anger of his 
brother Esau—to Haran in Padan-Aram to live with his Uncle Laban, he is now 
returning back to Beersheba, and leaving Haran—in part because of his cousins’ 
jealousy at his success (Gen 31:1). But in order to get home, he’s got to go through his 
brother. 

Along the way, the evening before his dreaded meeting with his brother, having prayed 
to give the outcome to God, and made his plans, he crosses the Jabbok river with his 
whole party, and while waiting alone “a man” wrestles with him.  

The passage breaks into narrative (What They Did - verses 22-25), dialogue (What 
They Said - verses 26-29), and etymology (What it Meant - verses 30-32).  

What They Did: Getting “jumped” by a stranger in the dark wasn’t what Jacob expected. 
Some believe this is a Canaanite “river demon” legend in which the demon doesn’t want 
to let Jacob cross the river. However, the passage makes quite a different point! Jacob 
doesn’t know with whom he is wrestling, but when the “man” reaches down and injures 
his thigh with merely a touch, Jacob gets suspicious.  

What They Said: When the “man” says “let me go", we see Jacob’s suspicion, his guess, 
at who he is really wrestling with. He asks for a blessing. Instead the “man” asks him his 
name. We should by this time have it figured out, too: Jacob is wrestling with God—this 
is a theophany, an appearance of God visibly/physically prior to the coming of Christ. 
Why would God ask Jacob his name? Certainly He knows it? Consider the setting: Jacob 
 There is strife .(yabok ,יַּבֹּק)  by the Jabbok (ye’avek ,יֵּאָבֵ֥ק) is wrestling (ya’akov ,יַעֲֹק֖ב)
in his name (Jacob means “heel-grabber,” or “supplanter”), strife in the dark, and strife 
in the name of the river (this is the first mention of the Jabbok, and we might assume 
that it gets its name from this episode by its banks). Jacob, by admitting his name, 
admits who he is, and what his life has been. God renames him “Israel” (“ishra”—
striving or fighting, “el”—god) indicating that he has in all his striving really been 
striving with God, and His plans for him. The blessing and birthright belong to Jacob 
(Gen 25:23), and God will give them to him, but he has been grasping for them by his 
own effort, just like his grandfather Abraham had when trying to seize hold of the 
promise of an offspring by having a son with Hagar instead of Sarah (see Genesis 16).  

What it Meant: How could a mortal man “prevail” against the almighty and eternal God?  
Israel means not only “striving/wrestling with God”, but it also means “God fights”. 
Calvin gets this question just right and puts it so well: “Who is able to stand against an 
Antagonist, at whose breath alone all flesh perishes and vanishes away, at whose look 
the mountains melt, at whose word or beck the whole world is shaken to pieces, and 
therefore to attempt the least contest with him would be insane temerity?” But he also 
answers the question: “But it is easy to untie the knot. For we do not fight against him, 
except by his own power, and with his own weapons; for he, having challenged us to this 



contest, at the same time furnishes us with means of resistance, so that he both fights 
against us and for us.” Jacob names the place “Peniel” (“Face of God”) because he 
realizes that he was in the presence of God and was not killed. God had shown him 
grace, and also shown him that He must trust God’s power, His promise, and His 
timing. Jacob, reborn as Israel, no goes boldly to meet Esau in chapter 33, not holding 
onto his possessions so tightly anymore, not holding onto his position anymore, and not 
afraid anymore. And through this renewed faith, passed down to all generations of 
Israel, God’s people are reminded that God fights with us to make us better, and He also 
fights for us. Christ Jesus, of course, won the ultimate battle on our behalf! 

Communion Meditation: 

 While traveling to meet his brother Esau, Jacob had thought to “appease the 
face” of Esau by sending him gifts of flocks and herds and servants, thinking that later 
when he saw his brother’s face, his brother wouldn’t kill him. But instead of the face of 
his brother, Jacob gets God in his face. Wrestling at Peniel (meaning “face of God”), the 
darkness hid his opponent’s face so that Jacob wouldn’t die, and later when he meets 
Esau, Jacob says, “No, please, if I have found favor in your sight, then accept my 
present from my hand. For I have seen your face, which is like seeing the face of God,  
and you have accepted me.” 

Being before the face of God is life-changing. Jacob’s fear turns to boldness as he 
recognizes God’s grace and favor towards him. Moses’ face glowed after merely seeing 
God’s back. Elijah wraps his face in a mantle when he is in God’s presence, so he 
doesn’t see Him. 

But now, God, who said “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our 
hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 
(2 Cor 4:6) And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another. (2 Cor 3:18) 
The Lord’s Supper is not a time to mourn, but to rejoice and lift up our faces in the 
presence of God, seeing His grace and favor to us—not in the bread and wine—but in 
the recollection of His sacrifice for us, and in the faces of those around us. Make eye 
contact with each other, see each other’s faces and rejoice as one body, one loaf, one cup. 
But we don’t lift up our faces just so that we remember what Jesus has done: as we 
partake of this meal, before the face of God, He remembers. He remembers His promises 
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He remembers His promises to King David, to the 
prophets, to us through the Apostles; and He sees the face of Jesus Christ, remembers 
His obedience for us, remembers us as His body, and blesses us.  

Word of Commission: 

Jacob is renamed Israel, meaning “Wrestling with God,” because he had striven to attain 
the blessings promised to him. Similarly, St. Paul describes “disciplining his body” and 
“keeping it under control”, “lest after preaching to others I myself should be 
disqualified.” (1 Cor 9:27) He describes striving with sin, so that sins do not reign in our 
mortal bodies. (Rom 6:12) St. Peter tells us to be diligent to confirm our calling and 



election. (2 Pt 1:10) So we go into the world to strive against the world, the flesh, and 
the devil. 
But remember that Israel doesn’t just mean “Wrestling with God,” but “God wrestles” or 
“God fights”. The only way we have victory is by God’s fighting in and through us. Be 
strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might. Put on the whole armor of God, that 
you may be able to stand. 


