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 “Fear of the Future” (Genesis 32:1-32) 

Dealing with the failures of the past is never easy. In this incident the 97 year-old Jacob was on 
his way back home in obedience to the Lord’s command. He had left behind the problematic 
Laban but there still was the problem of Esau to face. There is no record that there was any 
contact between them since their last parting in Canaan. Jacob’s troubles were not over yet. He 
left Canaan under a dark cloud and he must now return to deal with the consequences. Twenty 
years may have passed but the feelings of Esau towards him were still unknown. Previously Esau 
plotted to kill him. This would be a test of Jacob’s faith in the promises of God.  
 

And Jacob went  on h i s  way ,  and the  ange l s  o f  God met  h im. And when Jacob saw them, he  sa id ,  This  i s  

God's  hos t :  and he  ca l l ed  the  name o f  that  p lace  Mahanaim. (v1-2)  

 
The Lord had promised Jacob twenty years before at Bethel, “And, behold, I am with thee, and will 
keep thee in all places whither thou goest, and will bring thee again into this land; for I will not leave thee, until I 
have done that which I have spoken to thee of” (Gen. 28:15). In the two decades that followed the Lord 
proved faithful to His promises. Jacob even testified, “the God of my father hath been with me” (Gen. 
31:5). 
 Now, as Jacob heads back home fear and panic arises again in his heart. The Lord sent a 
host of angels to encourage his fearful servant on the journey. Although the Lord did not have to 
do this as He had already promised to take care of Jacob and had proven this on multiple 
occasions, this was a gracious sign to encourage the frail faith of His servant. Steve Cole notes, 
“It’s a beautiful example of how God meets our needs before we even know we have them, but 
at just the right time.” 

The Lord did not send just one angel but a whole host to demonstrate the power of 
God’s protection. This gracious revelation was notably as Jacob was walking in obedience to the 
will of God to return home. The path of provision is always found on the path of obedience, 
“There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: but God is faithful, who will not suffer you 
to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, that ye may be able 
to bear it” (1 Cor. 10:13).  

Jacob recognised the significance of this gesture by calling the place, “Mahanaim,” which 
means “Two Camps.” Few saints of God meet an angel of the Lord in biblical history but Jacob 
on at least two occasions had a direct revelation of the hosts of God’s angels. A single angel 
could easily have handled Esau and his 400 men but the Lord sent a host to magnify His power 
and protection for Jacob. 
 

And Jacob s ent  messengers  be fore  h im to  Esau h is  bro ther  unto  the  land o f  Se i r ,  the  country  o f  Edom. And 

he  commanded them, say ing ,  Thus sha l l  y e  speak unto  my lord  Esau;  Thy servant  Jacob sa i th  thus ,  I  have  

so journed wi th  Laban,  and s tayed  there  unt i l  now:  And I  have  oxen ,  and asse s ,  f l o cks ,  and menservants ,  and 

womenservants :  and I  have  s en t  to  t e l l  my lord ,  that  I  may f ind grace  in  thy  s i gh t .  And the  messengers  

r e turned to  Jacob ,  say ing ,  We came to  thy  bro ther  Esau,  and a l so  he  cometh to  mee t  thee ,  and four  hundred 

men wi th  h im. (v3-6)  

 
Although many criticise Jacob for his message, there does not seem anything wrong in this initial 
carefully worded communication to Esau. He is sensitive and respectful to his older brother and 
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calls him: “my lord Esau” and refers to himself as: “Thy servant Jacob.” The message is one seeking 
peace and reconciliation: “I have sent to tell my lord, that I may find grace in thy sight.”  
 Jacob must have waited nervously for the messengers to return. The news that came 
back is as bad as Jacob feared. His servants came back with the ominous news that Esau is on his 
way with 400 men. Likely these were hired mercenaries that Esau would use to settle scores with 
his deceptive brother. 
 

Then Jacob was grea t ly  a f ra id  and d i s t r e s s ed :  and he  d iv ided  the  peop le  that  was wi th  h im, and the  f lo ck s ,  

and herds ,  and the  camels ,  in to  two bands ;  And sa id ,  I f  Esau come to  the  one  company ,  and smit e  i t ,  then 

the  o ther  company which i s  l e f t  sha l l  e s cape .  And Jacob sa id ,  O God o f  my fa ther  Abraham, and God o f  my 

fa ther  I saac ,  the  LORD which sa ids t  unto  me,  Return unto  thy  country ,  and to  thy  kindred ,  and I  wi l l  dea l  

we l l  w i th  thee :  I  am not  wor thy  o f  the  l eas t  o f  a l l  the  merc i e s ,  and o f  a l l  the  t ru th ,  whi ch thou has t  shewed 

unto  thy  s ervant ;  fo r  wi th  my s ta f f  I  passed  over  th i s  Jordan;  and now I  am become two bands .  Del iv er  me ,  I  

pray  thee ,  f rom the  hand o f  my bro ther ,  f rom the  hand o f  Esau:  fo r  I  f ear  h im, l e s t  he  wi l l  come and smit e  

me ,  and the  mother  wi th  the  ch i ldren .  And thou sa ids t ,  I  wi l l  sure ly  do  thee  good ,  and make thy  s e ed  as  the  

sand o f  the  s ea ,  whi ch cannot  be  numbered  for  mul t i tude .  (v7 -12) 

 
The news melted the heart of Jacob, “Then Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed.” He had already 
forgotten the promises of God and the awesome reality of Mahanaim! Before we look down our 
proverbial noses at Jacob, we must note the reality that we all do the same on a daily basis. 
Although God has proved Himself faithful in the past and promises to take care of us in the 
present and the future, our first reaction is fear and doubt in a crisis. That does not mean that 
there are not difficult people and trials we must face, but that we all too often forget, “If God be 
for us, who can be against us? (Rom. 8:31) 

It is to Jacob’s credit that he does what a fearful soul should do – he cries unto the Lord, 
“In my distress I called upon the LORD, and cried unto my God: He heard my voice out of His temple, and my 
cry came before Him, even into His ears” (Psa. 18:6). Now this is the first incident that we read of 
Jacob praying to the Lord. This is a big step for Jacob. It is sad that it took 97 years and the 
threat of death for him to do so. But at least he did. We see a new man emerging from Haran. 
The old schemer who lived life by self-will and self-wisdom was changing.  

There is a lot to be commended in this prayer. Jacob’s prayer begins by reflecting on the 
faithfulness of God’s covenant with his father and grandfather. It is also pleasing to note that 
Jacob is aware that he is undeserving of the grace of the Lord in the past and the present, “I am 
not worthy of the least of all the mercies, and of all the truth, which thou hast shewed unto thy servant.” He 
makes clear that he has a relationship with the Lord, “thy servant.” 

Jacob acknowledged that Jehovah had promised to be faithful to him if he returned to 
Canaan, “the LORD which saidst unto me, Return unto thy country, and to thy kindred, and I will deal well 
with thee.” He also noted, “And thou saidst, I will surely do thee good, and make thy seed as the sand of the 
sea, which cannot be numbered for multitude.” It is always good to plead the explicit promises of God 
in prayer. That is the way of ensuring that your prayers are in accordance with God’s will, “And 
this is the confidence that we have in Him, that, if we ask any thing according to His will, He heareth us” (1 
John 5:14). 

Jacob further confessed that he was powerless to save himself from Esau, “Deliver me, I 
pray thee, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau.” He admitted he was afraid of Esau, “for I 
fear him, lest he will come and smite me, and the mother with the children.” There were no conditional 
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elements in his prayer but a simple recognition of his need of God. He did not try to manipulate 
the Lord but came humbly on the basis of God’s great covenantal promises.  

There are some deficiencies in Jacob’s prayer that must be noted. He did not 
acknowledge his sin in deceiving his father and Esau. His prayer was focused on God’s 
protection rather than also dealing with God’s direction in his life at this point. Although Jacob 
was making progress, he still was living by faith and by sight. He was not yet ready to wholly 
trust the Lord.  

In fact before Jacob even prays he already had implemented a plan of his own for 
appeasing Esau by dividing his company in two reasoning, “And said, If Esau come to the one 
company, and smite it, then the other company which is left shall escape.” It is always best not to plan and 
then pray but rather to pray and then plan. This is part of seeking first the Kingdom of God and 
His righteousness (Matt. 6:33).  

We are not to make our plans and then ask God to simply bless them. However, that 
does not mean that it is wrong to pray and then plan. There are times that we can legitimately 
plan for the future as long as it flows from a life of continual dependence on the Lord’s wisdom, 
“If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall 
be given him” (James 1:5). W. H. Griffith Thomas notes the balance correctly,  
 

The soul that is truly and fully occupied with God will never be at a loss to know the true 
relation between prayer and work, work and prayer; for in answer to prayer comes the 
spirit of wisdom, the spirit of a sound mind, the spirit of courage and fearlessness, the 
spirit of calm restfulness and equally calm progress. It will know when to “stand still” 
and when to “go forward,” because God is its all in all. 

  
And he  lodged there  that  same n ight ;  and took o f  that  which  came to  h i s  hand a pres ent  fo r  Esau h is  bro ther ;  

Two hundred she  goats ,  and twenty  he  goats ,  two hundred ewes ,  and twenty  rams,  Thir ty  mi l ch  camels  wi th  

the i r  co l t s ,  fo r ty  kine ,  and t en  bu l l s ,  twenty  she  asse s ,  and t en  foa l s .  And he  de l iv e r ed  them into  the  hand o f  

h i s  s e rvants ,  every  drove  by  themse lve s ;  and sa id  unto  h i s  s e rvants ,  Pass  over  be for e  me ,  and put  a  space  

be twixt  drove  and drove .  And he  commanded the  for emost ,  say ing ,  When Esau my bro ther  mee t e th  thee ,  and 

asketh thee ,  say ing ,  Whose  ar t  thou? and whi ther  goes t  thou? and whose  are  these  be fore  thee?  Then thou 

sha l t  say ,  They  be  thy  s ervant  Jacob 's ;  i t  i s  a  presen t  s en t  unto  my lord  Esau:  and,  beho ld ,  a l so  he  i s  beh ind 

us .  And so  commanded he  the  s e cond ,  and the  th i rd ,  and a l l  that  fo l lowed the  droves ,  say ing ,  On th i s  manner  

sha l l  y e  speak unto  Esau,  when ye  f ind h im. And say  ye  moreover ,  Beho ld ,  thy  s ervant  Jacob i s  beh ind us .  

For  he  sa id ,  I  wi l l  appease  h im wi th  the  pres en t  that  goe th  be for e  me ,  and a f t e rward I  wi l l  s e e  h i s  fa c e ;  

peradventure  he  wi l l  a c c ep t  o f  me .  So went  the  pres en t  over  be for e  h im: and h imse l f  lodged  that  n ight  in  the  

company .  (v13-21) 

 

Jacob also added another layer of his own wisdom to his plan. He effectively wanted to bribe 
Esau by a very generous gift and possibly pay off the hired mercenaries in advance. It was an act 
stemming from fear and not faith. We have revealed his motivation, “I will appease him with the 
present that goeth before me, and afterward I will see his face; peradventure he will accept of me.” Now this was 
not the Lord’s wisdom and counsel but his own. Jacob should have realised by now that 
expensive gifts and clever phrases would not protect him but the sovereign power of God’s 
person and promises. Prayer and not presents was all that he needed. But Jacob was clearly not 
ready to wholly trust on God. This fact prepares us for the next incident.  
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And he  rose  up that  n ight ,  and took h is  two wives ,  and h is  two womenservants ,  and h is  e l ev en sons ,  and 

passed  over  the  fo rd  Jabbok.  And he  took them, and sent  them over  the  brook,  and sent  over  that  he  had .  

And Jacob was l e f t  a lone ;  and there  wres t l ed  a  man wi th  h im unt i l  the  breaking o f  the  day .  And when he  saw 

that  he  preva i l ed  not  aga ins t  h im, he  touched the  ho l low o f  h i s  th igh ;  and the  ho l low o f  Jacob 's  th igh was out  

o f  j o in t ,  as  he  wres t l ed  wi th  h im.  And he  sa id ,  Let  me go ,  fo r  the  day breaketh .  And he  sa id ,  I  wi l l  no t  l e t  

thee  go ,  excep t  thou b l e s s  me .  And he  sa id  unto  h im, What i s  thy  name? And he  sa id ,  Jacob .  And he  sa id ,  

Thy name sha l l  be  ca l l ed  no more  Jacob ,  but  I srae l :  fo r  as  a  pr ince  has t  thou power  wi th  God and wi th  men,  

and has t  preva i l ed .  And Jacob asked h im, and sa id ,  Te l l  me ,  I  pray  thee ,  thy  name.  And he  sa id ,  Where fore  

i s  i t  that  thou dos t  ask a f t e r  my name? And he  b l e s s ed  h im there .  And Jacob ca l l ed  the  name o f  the  p lace  

Penie l :  fo r  I  have  s e en  God face  to  fa c e ,  and my l i f e  i s  pres e rved .  And as  he  passed  over  Penue l  the  sun rose  

upon h im, and he  ha l t ed  upon h i s  th igh .  There for e  the  ch i ldren o f  I srae l  ea t  no t  o f  the  s inew which shrank, 

which i s  upon the  ho l low o f  the  th igh ,  unto  th i s  day :  be cause  he  touched the  ho l low o f  Jacob 's  th igh  in  the  

s inew that  shrank. (v22-32) 

 

This is a most unusual occurrence. Some might even call it the crucial moment of Jacob’s entire 
life. His life will change forever after a profound spiritual experience. Previous to this Jacob 
wanted God’s blessing or bail out of his trials but he did not want God’s ownership of his life. 
That must change. As night fell he was Jacob the supplanter but as day dawned he would emerge 
as Israel “for as a prince hast thou power with God and with men, and hast prevailed.” The incident occurs 
on the banks of the Jabbok River, which flowed from the east into the Jordan River. This was on 
the border of the Promised Land. 

For most of his life Jacob had been relying on Jacob to get himself out of difficult 
situations. In his latter years he had started to depend on God for some assistance. However, the 
Lord wanted to bring him to the point that he wholly depended on God. His intuitive desire to 
depend on self must be broken. Jacob would discover that his greatest enemy is not Esau or 
Laban but Jacob! In this wrestling with God, Jacob would finally submit to the Lordship of 
Christ.  
 Despite his elaborate plans and prayer, Jacob could not sleep that night. In just a few 
hours, he knew he had to face the brother he had cheated so many years ago. There was 
nowhere to hide. While he was there a stranger suddenly came to him and began to wrestle with 
him. Hosea reveals this stranger was an angel, “Yea, he had power over the angel, and prevailed: he wept, 
and made supplication unto Him: he found him in Bethel, and there he spake with us” (Hosea 12:4). This 
must have been a terrifying experience as he was alone. Maybe Jacob thought it was an assassin 
hired by Esau. This wrestling went on all night. Doubtless, Jacob was exhausted. Boice makes a 
pertinent application, 
 

How did Jacob ever manage to keep up his struggle throughout the entire night? I do not 
know. But I do know that his determination to hang in there was no greater than our 
frequent determination to have our own way and eventually win out over God. 
 

 The wrestling ends in a moment when the stranger reached out his hand and touched 
Jacob’s thigh, dislocating it immediately. This must have been extremely painful. In just a 
moment, Jacob was seriously weakened. Pritchard notes, 
 

But why did he touch Jacob’s thigh? Because that is the largest and strongest muscle of 
the body. By touching his thigh, the man was deliberately crippling Jacob at the point of 
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his greatest strength. It was an acted-out parable, a lesson whose moral Jacob could not 
miss: When you wrestle with God, you always lose. 

 
Commentators debate why the man wrestled all night long with Jacob when He has the power to 
disable Jacob with a touch. We must note that the text is not teaching that God could not 
overcome Jacob, only that He chose not to. It seems by allowing Jacob to exhaust his strength 
that the Lord was telling Jacob that despite all his efforts he was no match for God’s power.  

At some point in this struggle, Jacob recognised the supernatural element in his visitor 
because he testified, “for I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved.” This seems to imply that 
this visitor was a Christophany (a pre-incarnate appearance of the Lord Jesus Christ). Instead of 
becoming bitter at his defeat and disability, Jacob recognises that he needs the power of God, “I 
will not let thee go, except thou bless me.” Hosea puts it simply, “he wept, and made supplication unto Him” 
(Hosea 12:4). Jacob has learned the truth of “Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit, saith the 
LORD of hosts” (Zech. 4:6).  

The stranger questioned Jacob in reply, “What is thy name?” Now, the Lord was not 
looking for information here because of ignorance. He wanted Jacob to confess that he was 
Jacob, which means the supplanter or deceiver. When Jacob freely admitted he had lived up to 
such a name the Lord then responds in blessing, “Thy name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel: for 
as a prince hast thou power with God and with men, and hast prevailed.” This expression of Jacob’s 
prevailing with men is an implicit promise that the Lord will deal with the problem people in 
Jacob’s life – Esau being the most pressing problem. One of the hardest things to so is to be 
honest about who you really are before God. Jacob confronted himself honestly before God and 
that brought a blessing. Only when we do that can we by blessed by having power with God.  

God touched Jacob spiritually and physically. A new Jacob has emerged. This was no 
dream, as the limp was permanent. His enduring physical disability ensured he could not run 
away from Esau. But in losing the contest with the angel he won! For now he had to fully 
depend on the Lord. No more would he depend on carnal schemes to realise the Lord’s blessing. 
In his brokenness he seeks the Lord’s power to take him through the next trial. That does not 
mean that there will be no more failures in Jacob’s life, but that he never would be the same 
again. From now on he would be God’s man. Jacob was broken but blessed. God had to hurt 
him in order to help him. 

Jacob’s real problem was not Esau; it was Jacob. The lesson Jacob learned that night is 
one every believer needs to heed. Without God we are nothing. The God of Jacob is working on 
us all to defeat all of our self-confidence and self-sufficiency. Jacob’s life (and our lives) are a 
story of God’s relentless grace. The Lord will bring you through many breaking points until you 
eventually submit. We are His and He will not let us go. 

 
Have Thine own way,  Lord!  Have Thine own way!   

Wounded and weary ,  he lp me,  I  pray!   
Power ,  a l l  power ,  sure ly  i s  Thine!   

Touch me and heal  me,  Saviour div ine .  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 
1. What evidence is there that Jacob still lives by sight and not wholly by faith? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Why do we tend to doubt God’s faithfulness in a crisis? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. What is the danger in self-confidence and self-dependence?   

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 


