2008 Summer Series—Jacob Wrestles With God
I. Introduction

We’re going to start off by playing our own version of Are You Smarter than a 5th Grader? to see if you were listening closely to the lesson.  Here is your question: We all know that Israel is the name of a country, but it is also the name of a man in the Bible.  However Israel wasn’t born with that name.  What was Israel’s birth name?
The answer?  Jacob.  It was here in this story that God changed his name from Jacob to Israel, which literally means, “the one who wrestles with God.”

And I would say that name fits any person of faith who has had to journey through a dark night of the soul, and has come through it still clinging to God.
II. Jacob’s dark night
Opening
Jacob was certainly facing a dark night.  In the twenty-some years he worked for his conniving and cheating uncle, Laban, he had learned that he could trust the God of his father Isaac and grandfather Abraham to keep His promises and provide for him.  But now God told him it was time for him to return home and face his brother, Esau, and therein laid the problem.  

Twenty years earlier Esau had vowed to kill him, and earlier that day Jacob received word that Esau was on his way to meet him with 400 men.  What was he going to do?  On the one hand he had God’s promise to protect him, and on the other, the very real threat of his death and everyone he loved.  Let the wrestling match begin!
A God who wrestles
What started as Jacob wrestling with his fears, soon turned into actual wrestling.  A stranger jumped Jacob from the pitch dark of night and grappled with him all night long.  Jacob, of course, didn’t know with whom he was wrestling until the end.  But we do.
Since this is a story about God, what does it say about God that he wrestled with Jacob through that long, dark night?  For one thing, it says that when we are going through the thick of our fears and anxieties, God is not somewhere distant… God is right there with us, willing to be confronted and contended with if need be.  God could have left Jacob alone to sweat it out by himself, but in​stead God was there, maybe taking a beating from Jacob, but making sure that Jacob didn’t have to go through that long night alone.

Closing
It’s ironic that for most of the night, Jacob thought the person with whom he was wrestling was his adversary instead of the one who was helping him.  How many times would that describe us?  How many times have we been angry with God about what we are going through?  We have accused God of so many unloving things.  But God doesn’t return our anger.  God patiently accepts the brunt of our anger, and remains faithful.  God does not abandon us.
III. Our magnificent defeat
Opening
But there is more to this story than just God’s steadfast presence with us as our faith wrestles with our fear.  The story ends with Jacob losing the wrestling match when his hip was put out of joint, and yet still winning the prize.  Jacob loses and yet still asks for a blessing… and receives it.  It’s backward from what we would expect, but that’s often the case with God.  It’s why Frederick Buechner called Jacob’s resounding loss, The Magnificent Defeat. 
You can’t force God
Think about this.  Jacob tried by his own strength to get the upper hand on the stranger he was wrestling… to put the stranger into a position where he would have to give in to whatever Jacob demanded of him.  Since we know who the stranger was, it isn’t surprising that Jacob was never able to pull it off… you can’t force God.
But in a way, isn’t that the way we think it works?  We convince ourselves that people who pray hard enough, who believe strongly enough, who are good enough, God will have to bless.  Maybe it’s a pride thing for us.  We want to be able stand on our own two feet before God and say “I deserve to have you bless me.”  But when we do that the blessing never comes… because we’re not really telling the truth.
The grace that comes with losing
It’s when Jacob lost, that he finally gave God the opportunity to bless him.   As long as he was trying to win the blessing, the wrestling went on.  It was only when he knew he couldn’t rely on his own strength to win the blessing, and simply asked for it, that God gave it to him.

That’s a big lesson to learn!  That is what the grace of God is all about… We don’t have to “win” to earn God’s blessing.  In fact, the opposite is true: God loves as we are… as we really are.  When we finally drop our pretense of goodness, when we lose our pride, and instead cling to God, that’s when God finally has the opportunity to bless us the way God has wanted to all the time.
Closing

Now you know why Buechner called Jacob’s loss The Magnificent Defeat.  Losing to God is the best way to win.  Because God is the one who is always on our side, wanting the very best for us, and just waiting for the time when he can make it all happen for us… the time when we stop relying on ourselves and cling to God.
IV. Conclusion
We started by asking, Do you know more than a 5th grader?  One thing about 5th graders and any kids, they don’t have trouble accept​ing the fact they need someone bigger to help them.  We need to let Jacob’s story remind us to be like a child in our trust of the One whose love will never abandon us even in the darkest night… in the One who knows how to turn our defeats into abundant blessing.  Amen.
