Sabbath Day Sermon of March 15, 2014

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Jacob Prevails Through Perseverance
Genesis Chapter 32

Jacob went his way, that is, he and his household continued with their journey as was directed by the Lord God Almighty. Then he was met by the angels of God. When Jacob saw them he called the place Mahanaim, meaning “God’s territory.” The angels constituted God’s protecting hosts, and Jacob saw them. It could be said that there were two hosts. Thus was he fully protected, the first before and the second behind him, and Jacob calls the band of angels “God’s host.” So why did angels of God meet Jacob? In the Bible, angels often intervened in human situations. Although angels often came in human form, these angels must have looked different, for Jacob recognized them at once. Earlier in his life, Jacob encountered some angels as he was leaving the Promised Land on his way to Haran (Genesis 28:10-22). Now, as he approaches the Promised Land, he meets angels once again. When the angels met him before, the Lord promised that he would bring Jacob back to the land. The angels “met” Jacob, just as Esau was coming to “meet” him (Genesis 32:6, 33:4). In Genesis 28, Jacob was running from Esau but running into Laban. In Genesis 32, he’s running from Laban but running into Esau. The angels prepared Jacob for his meeting with Esau and his return to the Promised Land, just as they prepared him for his meeting with Laban and his sojourn in Haran.

When Adam and Eve were driven from the garden in Eden, the Lord stationed cherubim, angelic beings, at the east entrance to the garden, to prevent humanity from returning to it. Now, as Jacob returns from the east to the Promised Land, which is portrayed in the Scriptures as something akin to the new garden in Eden, angels came to meet him, not to guard the way but to prepare the way. Jacob is thus pictured, as are others in the Scriptures, as the new Adam, and as carrying the promised seed of Eve (Genesis 3:15). He brings with him the family that would give birth to the 12 tribes, which would give birth to the Messiah and the 12 disciples and the church of Jesus Christ. In other words, he brings with him the future of humanity. Angels often appear at such crucial moments in the history of biblical revelation.

And here, the reappearance of the angels reminds Jacob of the Lord’s promise to bring him back to the land and of his vow to make the Lord his God if the Lord fulfilled his promise. After the appearance of the angels, Jacob makes an observation similar to the one he made after his previous encounter. He said in Genesis 28:17, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” This time, he says, “This is God’s camp.” Jacob camped in this place (Genesis 31:25). The appearance of the angels causes Jacob to conclude that it’s not just his camp. It’s also God’s camp. In Genesis 28, he named the place where angels appeared to him Bethel, Which means “House of God.” He names this place Mahanaim, which means “Two Camps.” Literally, Jacob observed he was in a double camp. He was not alone; God had a camp of angels with him at Mahanaim.

Now, Bethel was in the Promised Land, Jacob’s home, which would be the place of God’s dwelling, where the Israelites would build the temple, the house of God. Jacob’s stay outside the Promised Land is just temporary; therefore, he sees the place not as God’s house but as God’s camp. This place is similar to any number of locations in the wilderness, where the Israelites pitched the tabernacle of God, which was the forerunner of the permanent temple in the Promised Land. The angels, appearing upon Jacob’s departure from and return to the Promised Land, mark the time, and the faithfulness of God. The Lord wants Jacob to know, once again, “I am with you.” The poetry of the Lord, sending angels to Jacob in a similar time and place, strengthens him for the journey ahead.

Just as God prepared Jacob for his encounter with Esau, he prepares us to face our fears as well. Who knows how many angels he’s sent our way? He has been bringing us along even before the very day we repented and accepted Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. For there was joy in heaven when each of us got born again (John 15:10). But just as we entertain angels without knowing it, we often don’t recognize God’s provision. Just because we do not realize that he has prepared us doesn’t mean he has not prepared us. You may be more ready to face into your fears than you think you are; all you need to do is to try using your faith, then will you realize how much of his power that is available to you as God’s child. It may seem that you have to face your fears alone, but it’s not true. Whatever camp you’ve arrived at, remember that it’s God’s camp, too. In the place where you and God are camped together, can you see that he has been faithful to you? Has he brought you to a place that reminds you, in a poetic way, of some desperate moment from earlier in your life that further reminds you of how far he has brought you? If so, maybe it’s time to stop running from your fears and face into them. 

The last time Jacob had seen Esau, his brother was ready to kill him for stealing the family blessing. Esau was so angry he had vowed to kill Jacob as soon as their father Isaac died. Fearing their reunion, Jacob sent a messenger ahead with gifts. He hoped to buy Esau’s favor. How would you feel if you knew you were about to meet the person you had cheated out of his most precious possession? Jacob had taken Esau’s birthright and his blessing. Now he was about to meet his brother for the first time in twenty years, and he was frantic with fear. 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. And he said, “If Esau comes to the one company and attacks it, then the other company which is left will escape.” Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed: When Laban confronted Jacob with a hostile militia Jacob boldly stood up to him and spoke his mind (Genesis 31:36-42). But with Esau, Jacob was afraid to meet him.

This was because Jacob knew he was in the right with Laban, but was afraid to meet Esau because he knew he was in the wrong with him. As the saying goes, “Conscience does make cowards of us all.”  In a similar way many Christians are crippled by their past. Their past sin haunts them and they have difficulty believing that Jesus really settled it all and that He wants them to move on and trust in Him. Jacob collected his thoughts, however, and decided to pray; which should have been first and only thing to do. When we face a difficult conflict, we can run about frantically or we can pause to pray. Which approach will be more affective?

9-19. Here Jacob prays to God as an undeserving sinner who depended solely on the Lord God’s mercy. Jacob also worked as though everything depended upon God’s work, just as we should pray as though everything depended upon our praying to God Almighty. Our rule is to call upon the Almighty God in the time of trouble; we have here an example to this rule, and the success encourages us to follow this example. It was now a time of Jacob’s trouble, but he shall be saved out of it; and here we have him praying for that salvation, (Jeremiah 30:7). In his distress he sought the Lord, and he heard him. Times of fear should be times of prayer; whatever frightens us should drive us to our knees, to our God. Jacob had lately seen his guard of angels, but, in this distress, he applied to God, not to them; he knew they were his fellow-servants, (Revelation 22:9). Nor did he consult Laban’s teraphim for them are works of men; it was enough for him that he had a God to go to. To him he addresses himself with all possible solemnity, so running for safety into the name of the Lord, as a strong tower, (Proverbs 18:10). This prayer is the more remarkable because it won him the honor of being an Israel, a prince with God, and the father of the praying remnant, who are hence called the seed of Jacob, to whom he never said, Seek you me in vain. Now it is worthwhile to enquire what there was extraordinary in this prayer, that it should gain the petitioner all this honor. 

The request itself is one, and very express: “Deliver me from the hand of my brother”. Though there was no human probability on his side, yet he believed the power of God could rescue him as a lamb out of the bloody jaws of the loin. We have leave to be particular in our addresses to God, to mention the particular straits and difficulties we are in; for the God with whom we have to do is one we may be free with: we have liberty of speech at the throne of grace. Having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus (Hebrews 10:19). When our brethren aim to be our destroyers, it is our comfort that we have a Father to whom we may apply as our deliverer. The pleas are many, and very powerful; never was a cause better ordered, (Job. 23:4). Jacob offers up his request with great faith, fervency, and humility. How earnestly does he beg! “Deliver me, I pray thee.” He addresses himself to God as the God of his fathers. Such was the humble self-denying sense he had of his own unworthiness that he did not call God his own God, but a God in covenant with his ancestors: O God of my father Abraham, and God of my father Isaac; and this he could the better plead because the covenant, by divine designation, was entailed upon him. 


How many of us today could honestly pray that prayer invoking the name of the God of our fathers? To be able to do this, you must be certain that your fathers had favorable relationships with God Almighty and were covenanted with Him. If you cannot pray in the name of the God of your fathers, are you going to make sure that the generation after you in your family would be able to honestly call upon the name of your God to deliver them when in distress? God’s covenant with our fathers may be a comfort to us when we are in distress. It has often been so to the Lord’s people; “Our fathers trusted in thee: they trusted, and thou didst deliver them” (Psalm 22:4). Being born in God’s house, we are taken under his special protection. He produces his warrant: “Thou saidst unto me, Return unto thy country.” Jacob did not rashly leave his place with Laban, nor undertake this journey out of a fickle humor, or a foolish fondness for his native country, but in obedience to God’s command. We may be in the way of our duty, and yet may meet with trouble and distress in that way. As prosperity will not prove us in the right, so cross events will not prove us in the wrong; we may be going to where God calls us, and yet may find our way hedged up with thorns. We may comfortably trust God with our safety, while we carefully keep to our duty.

20-27. “I will appease him” says Jacob. He had every reason to suppose that Esau might still hate him because of the stolen birthright and the blessing. He thought to buy him off by giving him a substantial bribe. Why did he not trust God to deliver him without resorting to such measures? “He longed to see his father, and yet he dreads to see his brother.” There wrestled a man with him. Some have said that the man was the reincarnate Jesus Christ. Others hold that it was probably Michael, one of the highest of the angelic host. Whichever it was, we can be certain that God’s name was in him. Jacob though he had seen God face to face. Thus the notion it was Jesus seems to have good support. Jacob continued this wrestling match all night just to be blessed. He was persisted. God encourages persistence in all areas of our lives, including the spiritual. Where in your spiritual life do you need more persistence? Strong character results from struggling under tough conditions. We ought to continue instant in prayer, always to pray and not to faint: frequency and importunity in prayer prepare us for mercy.
Now we observe how Jacob and this angel engaged. It was a single combat, hand to hand; they had neither of them any seconds. Jacob was now full of care and fear about the meeting he expected, next day, with his brother, and, to aggravate the trial, his fear of his brother seemed to come forth against him as an enemy, to oppose his entrance into the land of promise, and to dispute the pass within him, not suffering him to follow his wives and children whom he had sent before. Strong believers must expect divers temptations, and strong ones. We are told by the prophet Hosea 12:4 how Jacob wrestled: he wept, and made supplication; prayers and tears were his weapons. It was not only a corporal, but a spiritual, wrestling, by the vigorous actings of faith and holy desire; and thus all the spiritual seed of Jacob, that pray in praying, still wrestle with God. 
What was the success of the engagement: Jacob kept his ground; though the struggle continued long, the angel, prevailed not against him, that is, this discouragement did not shake his faith, nor silence his prayer. It was not in his own strength that he wrestled, nor by his own strength that he prevailed, but in and by strength derived from Heaven. That of course, Job illustrates here (Job. 23:6 ), “Will he plead against me with his great power?” No, had the angel done so, Jacob had been crushed, but he will put strength in me; and by that strength Jacob had power over the angel, (Hosea 12:4). We cannot prevail with God but in his own strength. It is his Spirit that intercedes in us, and helps our infirmities, (Roman 8:26). The angel put out Jacob’s thigh, to show him what he could do, and that it was God he was wrestling with, for no man could disjoint his thigh with a touch.
28-32. Israel means “God rules.” God had changed Abram’s name to Abraham. God gave many bible people new names: Abraham, Sarah, Peter. Their new names were a symbol of how God had changed their lives. Here we see how Jacob’s character had changed. Jacob, the ambitious deceiver, had now become Israel, the prince who struggles with God and prevails. He now changes Jacob’s name to Israel, by which his descendants and those who would sojourn in righteousness, were to be known henceforth. It became the name for a nation, not simply for an individual. Israel normatively denotes the people as a whole, especially those who would keep his commandments.  

Thus Jacob carried his point; a blessing he wrestled for, and a blessing he had; nor did ever any of his praying seed and those heirs to the covenant of Abraham seek in vain. See how wonderfully God condescends to countenance and crown importunate prayer: those that resolve, though God slay them, yet to trust in him, will, at length, be more than conquerors.  Jacob gives a new name to the place; he calls it Peniel, the face of God, because there he had seen the appearance of God, and obtained the favor of God. The name he gives to the place preserves and perpetuates, not the honor of his victory, but only the honor of God’s free grace. Jacob does not say, "In this place I wrestled with God, and prevailed;’’ but, "In this place I saw God face to face, and my life was preserved;’’ "It was my praise that I came off a conqueror, but it was God’s mercy that I escaped with my life.’’ 

It becomes those whom God honors to humble themselves, and to admire the condescensions of his grace to them. And Jacob called the name of the place Peniel: “For I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved,” and because he did know the name of the Man who wrestled with him. He was the same One who wrestled with Jacob all his life. Just as he crossed over Penuel the sun rose on him, and he limped on his hip. Jacob also understood it was only by God’s grace and mercy he escaped from this episode with his life. No man should be allowed to wrestle with God and live, but God was gracious. He limped on his hip: The second memorial was a perpetual limp. Jacob would remember his being conquered by God with every step he took for the rest of his life. This was a small price to pay for such a great gift. 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. 
“Eat not of the sinew which shrank.” This was a matter of custom, not of commandment. Nowhere is the eating of the sinew forbidden. The inspired penman mentions a traditional custom which the Israel of Jacob had, in remembrance of this, never to eat of that sinew, or muscle, in any beast, by which the hip-bone is fixed in its cup: thus they preserved the memorial of this story, and gave occasion to their children to enquire concerning it; they also did honor to the memory of Jacob. And this use we may still make of it, to acknowledge the mercy of God, and our obligations to Jesus Christ, that we may now keep up our communion with God, in faith, hope, and love, without peril either of life or limb.
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