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Then the man said, "You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you 
have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.". 

(Genesis 32:28)

Physical exercise is vital in keeping your body in shape. So I’m told. I tried exercise once, but I didn’t like it. 
I do remember, because I developed my understanding of the world from reading American superhero 
comics, that not being strong and muscle-bound would mean that I would get sand kicked in my face; and 
there was this guy called Charles Atlas who would, for a fee, teach me the secrets of “dynamic tension” that 
would give me a fantastic physique with no special equipment, no special pills, no..... I started to wonder 
what I was paying for. So I asked about. “Dynamic tension” meant exercises where you worked one set of 
muscles against another. It was like wrestling solo. And in that struggle I was meant to grow stronger.

I never did wind up with muscles like Charles Atlas, but I do understand that sometimes it is by struggling 
that we grow and become stronger. And sometimes we have to struggle with God, as Jacob did beside the 
river Jabbok. This is a moment of truth for Jacob. All his life until this point he’s used his wits and his 
cunning to get by. He tricked his brother Esau out of his birthright and, when things got tricky between him 
and Esau he simply ran away. When, finally, he’d married Rachel and wanted to leave with her, having 
worked for Laban for 20 years, he doesn’t man up and face him: he does a midnight flit. And now here, at 
the Jabbok, all his past failures, all his past misdemeanours, all his lies and deceits are catching up with him. 
Coming toward him from one side of the river is Esau. Coming from the other direction is Laban. He sends 
his wives, his concubines and his family across the river and is on his own. It’s not clear what he’s planning - 
I don’t think he knows what to do. Maybe he wants to be on his own to plan. Instead he winds up in an 
altogether more important struggle - a struggle with God; a struggle in which he will find out who he is.

Sometimes we do struggle with God - or maybe God struggles with us. Sometimes it’s hard to meet the 
demands he lays on us. Love your neighbour as you love yourself. Really? Can we do that? Sure, maybe it’s 
easy when our neighbour’s that person we get on well with over the garden fence - “You need a cup of 
sugar? Of course! Come in and I’ll get one for you”. But we know that’s not all God asks of us. Our 
neighbour is the person in need of a whole lot more than that - the one that it will cost us to help; and 
chances are we won’t really know them. They’ll be the single mother with four kids, on housing benefit and 
not in work - the kind of person we’re taught to look down on. What should we do? Daily, as everyday life 
tests our attitudes to others, we find ourselves at the Jabbok, struggling with God.



Sometimes we do struggle with God - or maybe God struggles with us. Sometimes it’s hard to meet the 
demands he places on us. Love your enemies - pray for those that hurt you; forgive as you have been 
forgiven. Sure, it’s easy enough to do that in the abstract - for those who have been our national enemies. But 
we know that’s not all God asks of us. Our “enemies” are the people who’ve hurt us, who’ve made us feel 
small - who’ve kicked sand in our faces. The people we’re called to forgive are the people who have 
betrayed us - sometimes on the most personal level; the people who’ve made us cry ourselves to sleep. What 
should we do? Daily, as everyday life tests our ability to transcend our hurts, we find ourselves at the 
Jabbok, struggling with God.

Sometimes we do struggle with God - or maybe God struggles with us. Even when we turn to scripture to the 
Bible we find sometimes we’re struggling. There are passages in the Bible that seem  “problematical”. The 
whole of the Book of Ecclesiastes, for example, can seem cynical and challenging. What are we to make of 
Paul saying “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching” alongside the psalm that says, 
“Blessed is he who takes your children and dashes them on the rocks”? What are we to make of the parable 
of the unjust servant? Even when we turn to Scripture we find that God has not always made things easy for 
us, that he hasn’t, in fact, given us a simple book of instructions but a challenge to engage with him and 
struggle with him as Jacob did at the Jabbok.

Sometimes we do struggle with God. It seems, sometimes, that he calls us to do the extraordinary and the 
impossible  to do things that are beyond the capacity of a mere human being. Which makes one word in the 
passage from Genesis really important. It says that a man wrestled with Jacob until daybreak. Not an angel 
of the Lord; not God - though it becomes clear it is God: a man. And it is as a man that God wrestles with us 
- the human being who was also God; Jesus. Who is it that challenged us to love our neighbour as we love 
ourselves? Jesus. That same Jesus who reached out in healing and love to the leper and the outcast, who 
walked among the poor and the destitute, who crossed the boundaries of race and faith to drink with the 
Samaritan woman and to praise the faith of the Roman Centurion. 

Who is it that challenged us to love our enemies and to pray for them; to forgive those who hurt us? Jesus. 
That same Jesus who took the beatings and the lashings that his own people inflicted on him; who suffered 
the betrayal of a close friend and abandonment by pretty much all the rest; who suffered the pain of nails 
being driven through his hands and yet cried out to God for the forgiveness of them all. 

Who is it that set out some of the hardest, most challenging passages in what we call Scripture, including the 
parable of the unjust steward, the parable of the good Samaritan ? Jesus. A man wrestles with us each and 
every day as a man wrestled with Jacob at the Jabbok and that man is God incarnate - God accepting all our 
weaknesses, all our temptations, all our biological limits and challenging him to keep wrestling with him all 
the days of our lives, as persistent as the widow in the parable of the unjust judge. 

And whatever we choose he will keep wrestling with us. He will not let us go. He will hold onto us, 
challenging us, struggling with us. And why? Because in meeting the challenges God throws at us through 
the simple process of being alive we are strengthened. When we find that, despite our selfishness and our 
greed, we can care for our neighbours, even if they’re half a planet away, or part of the “feral underclass”, 
we find that we are stronger. When we find that despite our hunger for payback and revenge, we can let go 
of hatred and anger, we find that we are stronger. We are strengthened by the struggle.

And more than that. We glimpse who we really are - just as Jacob found, after the struggle at the Jabbok, that 
he was Israel. We glimpse our true identities as children of God, made in the image of God, made to be light 
to the world and salt to the earth, surrounded and embraced always by the love of God who, however much 
we may struggle against him, will never let us go.

Lord, every day you struggle with us in Christ, challenging us to be who we are meant to be. May we meet 
your challenges and be strengthened by them


