
 
Genesis 32 

Transformed in the Tension 
 

Summary: The challenging times of tension in our life provide the ingredients for 
God to grow our faith. 

 
It was Christmas Day, just over two years ago. 
 
Our family, like many others, was enjoying a quiet day—sharing special meals, 
giving and receiving gifts, and taking time to rest and recover from the whirlwind 
of the Christmas season. For me, as the Worship Pastor, everything had crescendo 
the night before on Christmas Eve. 
 
Then my phone started blowing up with texts and calls: “The church is flooding. If 
you’re available, please come help clean up the mess and assess the damage. Oh—
and bring a shop vac!” 
 
My heart sank. I immediately feared what kind of damage we were about to walk 
into. But my fear was quickly followed by guilt, because my first thought was, 
“Today? Why today?” Just fourteen hours earlier I had been at the church—
everything was fine. This was supposed to be my time. Our time. A time to rest. 
 
I knew the spiritual things I was “supposed” to be thinking: “Count it all joy…” or 
perhaps more appropriate to the situation Isaiah 43:2 says, “When you pass 
through the waters, I will be with you…” But those weren’t the verses on my mind 
in the moment. I was caught in the tension—frustrated with God on one hand, and 
on the other, wanting to do the right thing and help. I had to surrender my grip on 
control—my expectations, my day, and my emotions. 
 
But here’s the thing: as much as I didn’t want that tension, God used it. 
 
Out of that chaos came real joy. So many people from the church came together to 
help, and through the shared work and a shared mess, friendships were deepened. 
In a way, we could say like Israel, “We were all baptized together through the 
sea.” We now shared a moment that bonded us. 
 
Another good that came from the tragedy was that Pastor Stephen and I ended up 
reimagining and rebuilding our office space into something even better—
something that actually served our ministry more effectively. 



 
Trials and tension often feels like the enemy. But in God’s hands, it becomes the 
environment for transformation. It’s in the squeezing, the wrestling, and the 
uncertainty that God molds and shapes us. And that’s what we’re going to see in 
the life of Jacob this morning. 
 
Genesis 32 shows us that God uses the tension of fear, guilt, control, and crisis—
not to destroy Jacob, but to transform him. To change his identity. To move him 
from self-reliance to surrender, from Jacob the striver to Israel the transformed. 
 
Jacob’s story begins in Genesis 25. He’s the second-born twin of Esau, raised in a 
divided household. His parents, Isaac and Rebekah, are people of faith, but their 
favoritism fuels family dysfunction—Isaac favors Esau, the rugged hunter, while 
Rebekah loves Jacob, the quiet homebody. 
 
From the start, Jacob lives in tension. He’s born grasping Esau’s heel—earning his 
name, which means “heel-catcher,” or we might use the name, “trickster.” Jacob 
seems to be the type who is constantly scheming, conniving and manipulating to 
get ahead.  
 
This trait shows early when he trades a bowl of stew for Esau’s birthright. We see 
no sign of brotherly affection, no desire to help his hungry brother out of the 
goodness of his heart, just an opportunity to gain the upper hand.  
 
As you can imagine this combination of parental favoritism, sibling rivalry and 
Jacob’s living according to the nature of his name led to greater and greater 
tension. It reached a breaking point when Jacob, at the behest of his mother, tricked 
dear old dad into giving him the blessing of the first born by pretending to be Esau 
and bringing him some scrumptious food.  
 
Esau was so upset about this that he vowed to kill Jacob, and so, in fear that he 
would be killed, Rebekah sought to have him sent away to her family in Haran, 
about a 500 mile journey.  
 
As Jacob embarked on this journey he had an incredible encounter with God before 
he leaves the land of Canaan where he dreamt of a ladder between heaven and 
earth and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it. He called that 
place “Bethel” meaning the house of God, and there God gave him a promise that 
He would protect him wherever he went and that he would one day return to the 



land and God would give that land to his descendants. This becomes a spiritual 
marker in his life and serves as a spiritual anchor for his faith in God. 
 
In Haran, Jacob prospers—he gains wives, children, and flocks, but it’s not without 
strife. Laban, his uncle and now father-in-law, tricks the trickster, and over the next 
20 years relational tensions build.  
 
Eventually, God calls Jacob to return home. But, instead of leaving openly, Jacob 
sneaks away, only to be pursued by Laban. Another tense confrontation is only 
narrowly avoided because God intervenes by speaking to Laban in a dream. 
 
But all of these past trials don’t compare to what lies ahead—facing Esau, the 
brother who once vowed to kill him. Twenty years have passed, but the old 
wounds remain.  
 
This is where we pick up the story in Genesis 32 this morning. As we follow Jacob 
throughout this chapter we’ll see 5 responses that he makes to deal with the 
mounting tensions as he deals with his fear, the guilt of what he had done to his 
brother, and his natural attempts to control his circumstances. Perhaps like me, 
you’ll find a lot to relate to in the story of Jacob. 
 
Genesis 32:1-2 - God’s Assurance in the Tension 

So Jacob went on his way, and the angels of God met him. 2 When Jacob saw 
them, he said, “This is God’s camp.” And he called the name of that place 
Mahanaim. 

 
Right off the bat we see how God meets Jacob with another assurance of His 
presence. Remember that God met Jacob at Bethel with a display of His presence 
and angels as he left the land and fled, now as God has brought him back He gives 
Jacob a similar gift of assurance.  
 
Jacob likes to name things that are at significant moments in his life, he did that at 
Bethel, and now he does it again with Mahanaim. A word that means “two camps”. 
He had his own camp, but now he also sees that there is a heavenly camp that is 
there too. This could have been a powerful reminder to Jacob of the assurance of 
God’s presence as he faces the tension of reuniting with his brother. 
 
As a child of God we have the promise of God that He will never leave us nor 
forsake us, and so in a similar way when we are feeling the tensions of life increase, 
and the trials are taking their toll on us, if we open up our spiritual eyes we will see 



that God encamps around us. His presence is there with us to go with us and give us 
rest. Even if we don’t “feel” God’s presence in those moments, we can cling to the 
promise of what He says is true.  
 
As Jacob transitions from dealing with Laban, the challenge of his past, to Esau, 
the present broken relationship in front of him, he makes his first response to this 
present challenge through some strategic messaging.  
 
Genesis 32:3-5 - Response #1: Strategic Messaging 

Then Jacob sent messengers before him to Esau his brother in the land of Seir, 
the country of Edom. 4 And he commanded them, saying, “Speak thus to my 
lord Esau, “Thus your servant Jacob says: ‘I have dwelt with Laban and stayed 
there until now. 5 I have oxen, donkeys, flocks, and male and female servants; 
and I have sent to tell my lord, that I may find favor in your sight.” ’ ” 

 
The good in this strategy is that Jacob knows that the future he wants can only 
come after the broken relationship with his brother has been dealt with and they 
have been reconciled.  
 
Jacob’s tone is good, he takes a posture of humility, which is always a good way to 
approach a tentative situation where broken relationships, fueled by anger and 
jealousy, have once been.  
 
Jacob’s message to Esau says,  
1. “I am your servant, Jacob” and I pose no threat to you. 
2. I do not need or want anything from you, materially speaking, I have all I need.  
3. The one thing I lack is your favor, that is, your forgiveness and acceptance. 
 
On the surface this is not a bad starting point. But the one aspect that it lacks is 
some sense of God. Jacob does not seem to be turning to the Lord, appealing to the 
Lord, or seeking God’s wisdom in this. Jacob is still resorting to handling things by 
his own wisdom and in his own strength.  
 
His first instinct is strategy over surrender, the tension is producing action but not 
yet transformation. And as we’ll see next, he continues to strategize and plan his 
contingencies.  
 
Genesis 32:6-8 - Response #2: Defensive Planning 

Then the messengers returned to Jacob, saying, “We came to your brother Esau, 
and he also is coming to meet you, and four hundred men are with him.” 7 So 



Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed; and he divided the people that were 
with him, and the flocks and herds and camels, into two companies. 8 And he 
said, “If Esau comes to the one company and attacks it, then the other company 
which is left will escape.” 

 
Here we see that as the results of Jacob’s strategic communications play out, 
matters get worse. Esau is coming to him with 400 men. We don’t know what 
Esau’s motives for coming to Jacob are, nor his choice to bring 400. Perhaps he 
wants to provide protection to his brother? An armed escort to ensure his safe 
arrival home?  
 
More than likely his choice is not friendly (at least this is Jacob’s assumption of 
this news) it appears that Esau is dead set on fulfilling the vow he made just before 
Jacob left home, “I will kill my brother Jacob.”  
 
Though this was how Esau felt 20 years earlier, it was very much present in 
Jacob’s mind. (Some have said that time heals all wounds, but clearly that does not 
seem to be the case for Jacob and Esau, the wounds they inflicted on each other 
were right where they left them, and still seemed to dictate their choices and 
actions towards one another.) 
 
Jacob’s next response is to go into full contingency mode with defensive planning. 
He does not place his trust in God, but turns to his own resources. Something I’m 
sure we are all guilty of far too often. It seems so natural in the midst of a trial to 
immediately take stock of our resources and how we can plan a way forward… but 
God invites us and wants us to come to Him first.  
 
But for Jacob, even in his defensive planning, by dividing his family and 
possessions into two camps, he is confronted with two implicit reminders of God.  
 
The first is that God has blessed him so much that he has enough offspring and 
livestock to divide in half and still have each group look impressive. This will be 
something that he takes note of in his prayer in the next passage. 
 
The second is that he just named the place where he encountered the camp of 
angels “Mahanaim” meaning “two camps”… when he saw the Angels of God 
camped there it was a comfort to him. Now as he divides his company into two 
camps, it serves as a reminder that he has just witnessed “two camps” recently. It’s 
as though “two camps” keeps coming up and points him back to God. God is 
saying “Jacob, remember two camps? Trust me.” 



 
Verse 7 says that he was “greatly afraid and distressed”. He’s getting squeezed 
here. The word “distressed” is Yatsar – the same word that is used to describe how 
God “formed man” of the dust of the earth in Genesis 2:7.  
 
God is molding Jacob through this trial, but he doesn’t know it yet. Jacob is being 
formed in the tension, God wants to use this trial to transform him, to help shape 
him into something better… God is even willing to use Jacob’s fear and panic. He 
is not content to leave Jacob as a heal-catcher. God is faithful to bring His work to 
completion. Step by step, piece by piece, trial by trial.  
 
What Jacob does next is a good sign and demonstrates that he’s not entirely relying 
on his own cunning to make it through this trial. Though prayer was not his first 
instinct, it does make it onto his list of responses. Let’s look at his prayer now and 
take some pointers on how we can approach God in our own trials.  
 
Genesis 32:9-12 - Response #3: Honest Prayer 

Then Jacob said, “O God of my father Abraham and God of my father Isaac, the 
LORD who said to me, ‘Return to your country and to your family, and I will 
deal well with you’: 10 I am not worthy of the least of all the mercies and of all 
the truth which You have shown Your servant; for I crossed over this Jordan 
with my staff, and now I have become two companies. 11 Deliver me, I pray, 
from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; for I fear him, lest he come 
and attack me and the mother with the children. 12 For You said, “I will surely 
treat you well, and make your descendants as the sand of the sea, which cannot 
be numbered for multitude.’ ” 
 

As we consider Jacob’s prayer there are several points that are telling about where 
Jacob is at in his journey of transforming faith.  
 
When he says, “O God of my father Abraham and God of my father Isaac” we see 
that his relationship with God is more connected to his past than his future. His 
faith is one that is intrinsically tied to his father and grandfather and lacks the 
personal connection of one who says “My Lord, and my God.” But, none-the-less, 
he is turning to God as he knows Him at this point… which is definitely a step in 
the right direction. 
 
Next, he reminds God that he is where he is because he was walking in obedience 
to God (the LORD who said to me, ‘Return to your country). He then reminds God 
of His promise to “deal well with [him]”.  



 
One of the chief things that we can regularly employ in our prayers is the truth of 
God’s Word to us. For in reminding God of what He has said, we remind 
ourselves. And though God does not need to hear it again, He often reminds us of 
these truths through our own mouth.  
 
Jacob also humbles himself before the Lord as he prays “I am not worthy of the 
least of all the mercies and of all the truth which You have shown Your servant.”  
 
And he reviews God’s bountiful blessings in his life as he says, “I crossed over this 
Jordan with my staff, and now I have become two companies”. God has not 
changed, but Jacob’s situation has, and thus he is once again seeking reassurance 
for what God’s plan for him might look like.  
 
We would do well to emulate Jacob’s prayer in these ways: to humble ourselves 
before the Lord, to recall to our hearts and minds that we are not worthy but God 
is, that we are the recipient of God’s mercy, and the recipient of His truth. He has 
given us much and what He has withheld from us has been to our own benefit.  
 
Secondly, we can recount the growth in our own life and how we have benefited 
from God’s intervention and blessing in our life. These help us orient ourselves in 
what is true and what is real, right now, and not in the abstract fear of what 
“might be” sometime in the future.  
 
In verse 11 we see that Jacob’s request is straight forward and honest. (Deliver me, 
I pray, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; for I fear him, lest he 
come and attack me) He asks God to do something with boldness, he states 
honestly that he fears his brother.  
 
But, in reality he doesn’t need to fear his brother, and his fear of his brother 
demonstrates his own lack of “fearing the Lord” but, none-the-less, this is where he 
is now, and he lays this honest self-assessment before the Lord. 
 
God invites us to bring our honest state of being before Him. “Lord, I am poor and 
needy. Lord I am anxious. Lord I am afraid. Lord I am angry. Lord I am confused 
and broken.” 
 
Our emotions are not evil, rather they are tools of communication, and a wise 
person learns to understand how to engage their emotion and to discern what is 
happening and how to respond by bringing it to the Lord. Jacob does that in this 



prayer, it’s not good that he fears his brother, but its real, and instead of just living 
in that fear he is confessing it to the Lord. Note that he confesses his fear, but he 
doesn’t repent, and because he doesn’t repent he will continue to battle for control 
of his situation and act rashly in fear. 
 
A better way for us is to confess our fear. Like Jacob, we acknowledge what we 
are feeling, but then we should ask the Lord to help us. “Lord, I’m afraid, I know 
Your Word says that I don’t need to be afraid. Lord will You help me to trust You 
in this area of my life? Will You help me understand what is at the root of my 
fear?” 
 
Finally, Jacob reminds God of the promises He has made to him. Verse 12“For 
You said, “I will surely treat you well” if it is true that Esau is coming to kill him, 
that doesn’t sound like he’s being treated well. If it is true that Esau is coming to 
kill him and his family, then that would render God’s promise to “make your 
descendants as the sand of the sea, which cannot be numbered for multitude” to not 
come to pass.  
 
Again, Jacob uses God’s own promises as the basis for His request. He knows the 
truth of what God has said, but that truth does not seem to negate how he feels 
about the impending danger of his situation. The dissonance and tension of his 
situation is driving him to his knees. 
 
The same can often be true for us. We know God’s Word says one thing, and our 
experience makes us think that either God’s Word is not true, or that we don’t 
really understand God’s Word accurately. May the disparity between our trial and 
what we expect from God drive us to our knees as well. May the tension take us to 
God. 
 
Unfortunately for Jacob, he still had his own ideas of how to handle this situation, 
the next passage will show how he seeks to appease his brother and atone for how 
he had wronged him. 
 
Genesis 32:13-21 - Response #4: Human Appeasement 

So he lodged there that same night, and took what came to his hand as a present 
for Esau his brother: 14 two hundred female goats and twenty male goats, two 
hundred ewes and twenty rams, 15 thirty milk camels with their colts, forty cows 
and ten bulls, twenty female donkeys and ten foals. 16 Then he delivered them to 
the hand of his servants, every drove by itself, and said to his servants, “Pass 
over before me, and put some distance between successive droves.” 17 And he 



commanded the first one, saying, “When Esau my brother meets you and asks 
you, saying, ‘To whom do you belong, and where are you going? Whose are 
these in front of you?’ 18 then you shall say, “They are your servant Jacob’s. It 
is a present sent to my lord Esau; and behold, he also is behind us.’ ” 19 So he 
commanded the second, the third, and all who followed the droves, saying, “In 
this manner you shall speak to Esau when you find him; 20 and also say, 
“Behold, your servant Jacob is behind us.’ ” For he said, “I will appease him 
with the present that goes before me, and afterward I will see his face; perhaps 
he will accept me.” 21 So the present went on over before him, but he himself 
lodged that night in the camp. 

 
We once again see Jacob turn to his own resources. He has prayed, but now he 
devises a plan to win his brothers favor with gifts. In verse 20 he says, “I will 
appease him with the present that goes before me… perhaps he will accept me.” – 
the word to “appease” is the same Hebrew word  “to make atonement” or to cover. 
Jacob is trying to cover his past wrongs done to Esau by giving him gifts.  
 
With human wisdom this makes sense, even Proverbs 21:14 states “A gift in secret 
pacifies anger, and a bribe behind the back, strong wrath.” Jacob is trying to pacify 
his brother’s anger. But he didn’t need to do this, he needed to learn to trust God 
instead.  
 
In 5 successive droves of animals, he sends goats, sheep, camels, cows and 
donkeys. A total of more than 550 animals. Also interestingly, this doesn’t seem to 
put too big of a dent in Jacob’s total wealth, these are merely “what came to his 
hand”. Clearly this man was wealthy and had been blessed by God in his time 
abroad. Yet here we see that all his wealth could not insulate him from the feelings 
of anxiety over what would happen in this situation.  
 
He was extremely wealthy, but lacked peace. He had been blessed by God, but 
lacked peace, he had successfully traveled back to Canaan and navigated a 
contentious confrontation by his father-in-law through God’s own intervention on 
his behalf, and yet now, he still lacked peace. 
 
In verse 21 we note that “the present went on over before him” instead of God 
going before Jacob, his own gift, his own effort, his own strength and resources 
went on before him.  
 
These gifts were intended to curry favor with his brother. They were intended to 
pacify his need for vengeance and to also demonstrate that Jacob did not come in 



need of taking from Esau, but that he was in a position of being able to give. He 
had been a taker all his life, but now he wants to be seen as a giver.  
 
But, notice that Jacob did not find comfort in his own gift, for he himself “lodged 
that night in the camp”. This is not just a descriptive phrase, this is intentionally 
contrasted with the gift that was just sent before him. His gift went forward but HE 
stayed back. He is still caught between striving and surrender. He sends peace 
offerings, but he himself has no peace. 
 
Finally, we reach Jacob’s final response. God is working behind the scenes to get 
Jacob right where He wants him. 
 
Genesis 32:22-24 - Response #5: Seclusion 

And he arose that night and took his two wives, his two female servants, and his 
eleven sons, and crossed over the ford of Jabbok. 23 He took them, sent them 
over the brook, and sent over what he had. 24 Then Jacob was left alone;  

 
Here it seems that Jacob has abandoned his earlier plan of two camps, he now 
seems to be acting in an unsettled way without comment or explanation. Instead of 
hunkering down for the night after sending the gifts on their way to meet Esau, he 
instead gets up and uproots his whole family. He sends them along with all his 
possessions over the Jabbok river.  
 
Jacob is now left alone on the northern side of the Jabbok river, all his family and 
possessions are on the other side. It’s difficult to know why Jacob did this, or if he 
was intending to spend the night alone or not, but what happened next must have 
taken him by surprise. For whether or not Jacob was aware of why he did what he 
did, God had a plan to meet with him, but wanted him alone.  
 
Interestingly, Jabbok means “pouring forth”. As Jacob has poured forth these gifts 
for Esau, he now puts all his family, all his possessions on the other side of the 
river. All that’s left is Jacob and all the pent up fear and tension, all the turmoil of 
his emotion that is stewing and festering inside of him. Jacob is truly pouring 
fourth all that he has in this climactic scene. 
 
Things are about to get real, things are about to get dirty, things are about to get 
thrown down. 
 

and a Man wrestled with him until the breaking of day.  
 



Jacob, caught unaware, is engaged with a man who begins to wrestle with him.  
 
Again, we are given no detail as to what Jacob was thinking at this point. It is clear 
from the context that this was not just any ordinary man. God Himself, in a rare 
appearance of the pre-incarnate Christ, has come to confront Jacob face to face.  
 
Consider the audaciousness of what is happening here. If I can put it into slightly 
more approachable terms; Jesus appears on the scene and grabs the heal of the 
heal-catcher. And they wrestle all night long… till daybreak! 
 
Does this surprise you? Does this shock you? That God would condescend to roll 
around in the dirt and wrestle with His creation? He is willing to get dirty in order 
to meet us where we are at. He is so persistent in His pursuit of us that He’ll be 
covered in blood, sweat, and tears to help you reach the end of your strength and 
cry out to Him. 
 
Now, I realize that this was a special and unique situation, we do not see a repeat 
of this physical wrestling match between God and anyone else. None of us have 
wrestled with God in this physical way. However, I know that we ALL have 
wrestled with God in other ways. We call it instead a “battle of the wills”. My will 
vs. your will. My will or God’s will. Which “will” will prevail?  
 
Now humanly speaking, we might say that God is a perfect gentleman. He does not 
force us to do something. Instead, He invites us, he beckons us, he woos us, but He 
also loves us so much that he will pursue us and wrestle with us. God disciplines 
those that He loves and scourges every son that He receives. (Hebrews 12:6)  
 
Have you ever experienced this wrestling match with God? Perhaps it has lasted 
more than a mere night, perhaps it has lasted weeks, months, or even years. 
  
Let’s continue to read how this wrestling match ended. 
 
Genesis 32:25-29 – Wrestled into Identity 

25 Now when He saw that He did not prevail against him, He touched the socket 
of his hip; and the socket of Jacob’s hip was out of joint as He wrestled with him.  
26 And He said, “Let Me go, for the day breaks.” 
But he said, “I will not let You go unless You bless me!” 
27 So He said to him, “What is your name?” He said, “Jacob.” 
28 And He said, “Your name shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel; for you 
have struggled with God and with men, and have prevailed.” 



29 Then Jacob asked, saying, “Tell me Your name, I pray.” And He said, “Why 
is it that you ask about My name?” And He blessed him there. 

 
As the wrestling match between God and Jacob continued, God saw that the time 
was ripe for a change. Up till this point we could say that the wrestling match was 
a stalemate, neither one claiming an ultimate victory. 
 
However, God was willing to go one more round in this wrestling match but bring 
about a change by crippling His opponent. It’s important to note that God could 
have done this much earlier in the wrestling match but waited till the last possible 
moment before intervening in such a way.  
 
(God’s purpose was not to just outright defeat Jacob, but rather to bring him to the 
end of himself. God will not force his surrender, but he brings him to the point 
where surrender is the obvious choice.) 
 
Now, clearly God had the upper hand, but rather than trying to pin Jacob in an 
ultimate defeat, He rather sought to depart before the day dawned, but Jacob 
refused to let him go. Jacob was still living by his name “heal-catcher” but instead 
of wrestling with men to get the upper hand, as he did with Esau and Laban, now 
he is trying to do this with God. He knew that the game was over, but he wanted to 
extract one more blessing before he would let go. 
 
God’s next question to him is insightful. He asks him what his name is.    
 
As we’ve already discussed, Jacob’s name was also deeply telling of his identity, 
his manner in life, and an indicator of his character. Jacob needed a change that 
was deeper than just the surface, he needed more than behavior modification. He 
needed a new Identity! He needed to be made new and changed from the inside 
out!  
 
Jacob’s identity is essentially being changed from one who is governed by his own 
strength, his own wit, his own conniving to instead be one who is governed by 
God. Where God will prevail in him.  
 
Even though this new name is given to him here, if you continue to read the story 
from this point forward in Genesis you’ll see that there is still plenty of “Jacob” 
left in him… this was a pivotal transition moment in his life but it did not mean 
that the work was over and that he would be instantaneously and irreversibly 
changed. Rather, we see that as his identity sinks in deeper and deeper. His course 



and trajectory has changed. He has been oriented towards a new destination one 
that reflects his new name. His new name is who God is changing him into.  
 
The same can be true for us. Whether it be at the point of our conversion, of being 
born again, or of some later battle in life that acts as a pivotal point of 
transformation, our identity is changed in Christ, and our trajectory is corrected 
and oriented or reoriented towards Him.  
 
In the aftermath of this moment the last few verses of this chapter memorialize this 
encounter with God. Let’s read what it says. 
 
Genesis 32:31-32 - A Limp and a Legacy 

So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel: “For I have seen God face to face, 
and my life is preserved.” 31 Just as he crossed over Penuel the sun rose on him, 
and he limped on his hip. 32 Therefore to this day the children of Israel do not 
eat the muscle that shrank, which is on the hip socket, because He touched the 
socket of Jacob’s hip in the muscle that shrank. 

 
As the sun began to rise on Jacob (now Israel) it’s as though the gravity of what 
has just happened begins to sink in. He has seen God face to face and yet he didn’t 
die. He realizes the deep mercy of God throughout this recent encounter and gives 
the place that he was at a special name, the “face of God”.  
 
Like Jacob, it can be helpful to name these places in our lives where God met with 
us and transformed some aspect of our identity in Him.  
 
To help Jacob stay the course, God left him a souvenir of this encounter with him. 
A “thorn in the flesh” so to speak. In loving correction God wounded Jacob, and in 
a way that he would not recover from while he was on earth. He would forever 
walk with a limp. He would no longer be as agile in a fight, he would not be able to 
run away from danger as easily. He was a man with a weakness that made him 
more vulnerable.  
 
Why did God do this to him? So that he would learn to trust in the Lord as his 
protector. He was not to run from Esau, like he ran from Laban. As his brother 
approached with 400 men, Jacob was now forced into a place of trusting the Lord 
for what the outcome would be… and indeed it was good. 
 
What others might call a burden—this limp—becomes a blessing. It anchors Jacob 
in God’s sufficiency. His wealth didn’t give him peace. His strategy didn’t save 



him. But God met him in the struggle, changed his identity, and sent him forward 
transformed. 
 
What God did to Jacob can serve as a beautiful illustration for us as we deal with 
our own areas of weakness or the burdens we carry. Our greatest growth often 
comes not in comfort but in the crucible of tension. The fear, the uncertainty, the 
wrestling—these are the places where God shapes us most. 
 
God’s grace doesn’t always remove the limp. Sometimes, He gives us one to 
remind us who we are, and whose we are. 
 
When we are challenged by something, a weakness, a chronic pain, an issue that 
seems to plague us and not get better. If you are able, use this issue as a constant 
reminder of your need for God, something that drives you to Him in prayer, 
something that keeps you dependent on Him.  
 
This is the very reason that James can exhort us to “count it all joy when we face 
various trials.” We can derive much benefit from the very thing that inflicts pain on 
us or challenges us.  
 
Now, this is not an easy thing, but in the long run it can be a glorious thing. 
Something that in the light of eternity we will be bound to give God thanks and 
praise for as He lovingly uses this instrument to strengthen us and make us reflect 
Him more and more.  
 
As He said to Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:9 “My grace is sufficient for you, for My 
strength is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in 
my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.”  
 
“For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 
 
Beloved, let the tensions and trials of life drive you forward to Christ. Let His 
transforming work have a free course in your life. Don’t bemoan the limp, but 
thank God for His faithful reminder to Trust Him in All Things. 
 
Let’s Pray. 



Genesis 32 – Transformed in the Tension 
 

Summary: The challenging times of tension in our life provide the ingredients for God to grow our faith. 
 
 
1. God’s Assurance in the Tension - Genesis 32:1–2 
• God meets Jacob with a reminder of His presence 

(Mahanaim = “two camps”) 
• God's presence is near—even when we don't feel it 
Reflection: When have you seen evidence of God’s 

presence during a time of fear or stress? 
 
2. Response #1 – Strategic Messaging - Genesis 32:3–5 
• Jacob attempts reconciliation with Esau through careful 

wording 
• He leads with humility, but omits seeking God 
Takeaway: Good strategy is wise—but transformation 

requires surrender. 
 
3. Response #2 – Defensive Planning - Genesis 32:6–8 
• Jacob prepares for worst-case scenarios 
• “Distressed” (Hebrew: yatsar)—God is forming him 

through the pressure 
Question: Do you rely on your plans or God’s promises 

when fear strikes? 
 
4. Response #3 – Honest Prayer - Genesis 32:9–12 
• Jacob turns to God in humility and recalls God's 

promises 
• He confesses fear, but doesn’t yet surrender control 
Prayer Prompt: What fear do you need to bring honestly 

before God today? 
 
5. Response #4 – Human Appeasement - Genesis 32:13–21 
• Jacob sends extravagant gifts to appease Esau 
• Jacob is still acting in his own strength 
Warning: Peace doesn't come from possessions—but from 

trusting God. 
 
6. Response #5 – Seclusion - Genesis 32:22–24 
• Jacob is finally alone—God meets him in the dark 
• Sometimes God isolates us to deal with us 
Challenge: Don’t despise solitude—God often speaks in 

the quiet. 
 
7. Wrestled into Identity - Genesis 32:25–29 
• God wrestles Jacob into surrender and renames him Israel 
• New name = new identity 
Key Truth: God doesn’t just fix our behavior—He 

transforms who we are. 
 
8. A Limp and a Legacy - Genesis 32:30–32 
• Jacob limps away, forever marked by his encounter 

with God 
• His weakness becomes his strength 
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Genesis 32 – Transformed in the Tension 
 

Sermon Application & Discussion Questions 
 

Summary: The challenging times of tension in our life provide the ingredients for God to grow our faith. 
 

1. God’s Assurance in the Tension - Genesis 32:1–2 
• Jacob is reminded that he’s not alone—he sees the camp of angels. 

Q: When have you experienced a clear reminder of God’s presence during a difficult season? 
Cross-Reference: Isaiah 43:2 – “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you...” 

 
Personal Reflection: What helps you become more aware of God’s presence when you don’t feel it? 

 
2. Strategy vs. Surrender - Genesis 32:3–8 

• Jacob strategizes before he seeks the Lord. 
Q: What’s your default response when you feel threatened—planning or praying? 
Cross-Reference: Proverbs 3:5–6 – “Trust in the Lord with all your heart…” 

 
Group Prompt: Share a time when your plan didn’t work—but God’s did. 

 
3. Prayer in the Tension - Genesis 32:9–12 

• Jacob finally turns to God in humility, honesty, and remembrance of God’s promises. 
Q: How does your prayer life change in seasons of tension or fear? 
Cross-Reference: Philippians 4:6–7, Psalm 34:4 

 
Try This: Write out a prayer this week, confessing your fears and claiming God’s promises. 

 
4. The Illusion of Control - Genesis 32:13–21 

• Jacob tries to “buy reconciliation” through gifts to Esau. 
Q: What are some “gifts” we try to offer others to gain approval or avoid conflict? 
Cross-Reference: Galatians 3:3 – “Having begun in the Spirit, are you now being made perfect by the 
flesh?” 

 
Challenge: Identify an area where you are relying more on your own resources rather than surrender to God. 

 
5. Alone with God - Genesis 32:22–24 

• Jacob is left alone—God initiates a wrestling match. 
Q: What’s the value of solitude in your spiritual journey? 
Cross-Reference: Mark 1:35, Psalm 46:10 

 
Discuss: Have you ever had a “wrestling match” with God over something in your life? 

 
6. Wrestled into Identity - Genesis 32:25–29 

• God gives Jacob a new name: Israel. 
Q: What identity has God given you in Christ? Are there parts of your “old name” you still cling to? 
Cross-Reference: 2 Corinthians 5:17, Romans 8:15–17 

 
Encouragement: Your limp doesn't disqualify you—it marks you as transformed. 

 
7. A Limp and a Legacy - Genesis 32:30–32 

• Jacob walks away wounded, yet changed. 
Q: What’s a “limp” in your life that keeps you dependent on the Lord? 
Cross-Reference: 2 Corinthians 12:9–10 – “My grace is sufficient for you…” 

 
Group Activity: Share one way God has brought blessing out of a burden in your life. 
Where do you feel tension today? Could it be that God is using that very tension to transform you—not just your 
situation? 
 


