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For those of you who don’t follow the rugby – the World Cup is on at the moment, and the 3 boys I share a house with won’t let me forget about that for a minute! So – at 4:45 yesterday afternoon the big, long anticipated match started: Scotland versus South Africa!

And for those of you who watched the game: No, I’m not going to stand here and boast because South Africa won, 34-16 to be precise (!!), because I would have been happy either way. Honestly. We are South African Scots now, after all!

But that’s not a position many people are in very often. Because in any kind of match or contest, one team or party wins and the other loses. And that leads to certain people being happy and others sad. That’s just the way it is.

In our Scripture reading today, we also heard about a match not unlike yesterday’s rugby… A struggle that took part between Jacob and God. A match that could have ended up with one winner and one loser, where God could easily have overpowered Jacob, crushed him, and let him walk away defeated, but God didn’t…
But let’s start at the beginning.

Jacob’s life story reads like a novel:
While still in the womb of his mother, Rebekah, he was wrestling with his twin brother. At birth, his brother Esau was born first, but Jacob grabbed him by the heel and this got him his name. 
	
‘Jacob’ means ‘heel-grabber’, or ‘cheater’. 
In biblical times people strongly believed that you were what you were called. And Jacob lived up to his name in many respects. Twice he conned his brother, Esau:
· The first time over a bowl of stew: Poor Esau came home hungry and tired after hunting for food for the family, and Jacob was busy making a hearty pot of stew. Esau felt as if he was going to die of hunger and begged Jacob for some stew. “Sure”, he said, “if you sell your birth right to me.” To understand, in those days, the first born son got twice the inheritance of the rest, and he would be blessed in many ways. And poor Jacob missed out on that by seconds, so to speak. Esau was too hungry to think straight, so he gave away his birthright to his younger brother.
· His second trick was to steal Esau’s blessing. The latter he managed by pulling the wool over his father’s eyes, so to speak. He pretended to be Esau to make sure he got the blessing that belongs to the firstborn son. A particularly cruel act given the poor eyesight of his father at the time. 

Esau was raging and vowed to kill Jacob. So Jacob fled the country and made a life for himself elsewhere.

But Jacob was still the ‘cheat’ his name made him out to be. Slowly but surely he conned his father-in-law, Laban, out of his best livestock while building up livestock for himself. 

When his father-in-law realized what was going on and got upset about it, Jacob decided that it was time to disappear. So one morning, when it was time for everyone to get up, Jacob and his family were already long gone.

But life has a way of catching up with you. 

Jacob decided to flee from his father-in-law and go back to his home country. But on the way there, he got word about his brother, Esau’s, approach. Now Jacob did not plan on that. 

While he was again scheming how to bamboozle his brother he sent messengers to Esau to appease him and win his favour. But everything went terribly wrong when the messengers returned saying: “We came to your brother Esau, and he is coming to meet you and there are 400 men with him.” (32:6) 

Jacob went pale… Although it has been 20 years since he tricked his brother, we all know that revenge can survive for long periods of time.

Form rubbing his hands together in sheer anticipation of the successful conclusion of his plans, his hands now desperately took on a prayer posture, and he said: “O God of my father Abraham…” (32:9). 
  
But it was only when he did a risk management exercise that his own cunning caught up with him. He decided to split his own camp in two and got up in the middle of the night for a final conflict avoiding manoeuvre. He took his two wives, his two female servants and his eleven children and sent them along with his possessions to cross the river Jabbok. That left him alone to face Esau… His brother with his reinforcements would surely not attack him if he was all by himself! 

But what happened next nobody could have predicted!

While mentally prepared for a show-down with his brother he encountered God. What Jacob did not realize earlier was that to have a falling-out with people also involves God. Esau was the lesser of his problems. 

In defrauding his brother and stealing his blessing, he acted against God’s will. In his arrogance he prayed to God to save him while he was guilty before God. 

Jacob encountered his Creator, and after that he was never the same again. We read that the wrestling lasted until the break of day. That he was wrestling with God is evident from the reference that although he seemed to prevail it only took a touch from his opponent to disjoint his hip. When the call came to let go Jacob hung on, not realizing that seeing God would have meant his death! When the sun came up the figure he’d been wrestling with would become recognisable, and there was a divine law that stated that no one shall see the living God and live!

Jacob, ever the schemer, tried his luck and asked for the man’s name and a blessing. The former he never received – although it is crystal clear that it was God himself – but he received more than a blessing. That day at the Jabbok Jacob’s name was changed. ‘Jacob’ became ‘Israel’. The ‘heel-grabber’ / ‘cheater’ became the father of the people of God. 

‘Israel’ means ‘the one who wrestles with God’. 

There is a bit of irony in this name. Everyone who heard this name would know that even though you may wrestle with God, in a wrestling match with God there can be only one winner – and that won’t be you!

The name, Israel, therefore speaks of someone in an intimate wrestling embrace with God. The type of embrace where you can wrestle with matters and issues in the presence of God. Where you can voice unhappiness and ask questions about anything. Above all, an encounter where you can rest assured that the wrestling match will not lead to separation but to a closer bond. 

Did you notice that the name ‘Israel’ ends in ‘-el’? Do you remember that when Jesus’ coming was announced He was referred to as ‘Immanuel’ – also ending in ‘-el’?

That is no coincidence. In both instances the ‘-el’ refers to God. ‘El’ is the Hebrew word for ‘God’. Immanuel means ‘God with us’. In both instances we find a caring, loving God reaching out to embrace. He embraced Jacob in the wrestling match at the Jabbok. He reached out through his own Son to embrace the world of like-minded Jacobs – scheming, cheating, deceiving and crafty. 

Like Jacob, Jesus wrestled with God in the dark of night in the Garden of Gethsemane. God formed a new relationship with his people in the person of Israel – formerly known as Jacob – with his 12 sons; we are living testimony to Jesus forming a new relationship with the people of God with his 12 disciples. 

As a Church – a people of God – we also often wrestle with God to make sense of the world around us. In coming to terms with things that happen we sometimes find ourselves having to wrestle with God and keeping at it until we finally realize that we are helpless and hopeless unless He blesses us. Limping from a mere touch on the hip we need to remember that we walk not through our own power but through his power.

So coming back to the story of Jacob: After meeting God, he limped away a new man. He was prepared and ready to face up to more than only Esau. He was now Israel, his past cleaned up and his future determined. 

And that’s the same for us. No person who has met God will ever be the same again. In Jesus, Immanuel, God met us all. And through his Spirit he is with us all the time.

God touches us in a way that changes us completely.
It’s God’s touch that gives us the courage to look life straight in the face when we are going through hard times. 
It’s God’s touch that can make us feel better when we are physically of spiritually unwell. 
It is God’s touch that makes us look at our future in a new light – with hope and anticipation.  

And what’s more, God invites us to stay behind on this side of the river and to wrestle with Him. To bring before Him our histories, our questions, our Jacob-like actions. And if we don’t like who we are, he’ll change us and give us a new future. The results of meeting God are always refreshing and revitalizing. 

So, if you have a shady past – God can fix it. 
If you are struggling to cope at the moment, God can fix it. 
If you are worried about your future, God can fix it. 
Just bring your concerns to him, wrestle with him if you have to, but don’t try to run away.

Have you ever seen a kicking and screaming child calm down in the arms of their parents? That’s what it’s like for us and God. We can beat him on the chest out of sheer frustration, but his arms will encircle us in an embrace like no other. No parent will stop loving a child because they are upset or act up because they don’t understand things. 

No matter who we are or what we’ve done, God will love us anyway. Because we are his sons and daughters. So settle down in his embrace, and see how much easier life can be.

Amen
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