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Listening Guide  

 

INTRODUCTION: Jacob is an outstanding character from the Old Testament. In fact, 1/4 
of the book of Genesis is given directly to his story. He was a man who exerted great 
influence, not only during his time, but ours as well. His life is particularly enjoyable and 
helpful to study, because it’s so easy to identify with his negative qualities.   
 

I. JACOB’S SORDID PAST. The elements of any good story include the setting, conflict, 
climax and resolution. This first segment of Jacob’s life illustrates the setting and the 
beginning of the conflict. It’s fascinating! 

 
A. Jacob’s family. It’s a famous family. He’s the grandson of Abraham, and his brother 

Esau is his firstborn twin. Esau is very different from Jacob—25:27-28.  
 

B. Jacob and Esau’s differences eventually cause a great rift—25:29-34. 
Jacob lives up to his name in a incident we’ll call “the case of hungry man’s soup.” 
 

C. Jacob and Esau’s dealings with their father are also troublesome—27:1-41. 
 

D. Jacob decides to flee. Isaac sends him to Rebekah’s family home in northwest 
Mesopotamia. While living there he finds a wife, but has to work 7 years to marry 
her. On the wedding day, however, her father deceives him and gives Jacob his 
eldest daughter instead. So Jacob has to work another 7 years to get the wife he 
wants. It’s “poetic justice” (justice befitting Jacob’s crimes). Surprisingly, however, 
at the end of 20 years Jacob not only has 2 wives, but is also very rich. 
 

E. Jacob is then encouraged by God to go back to the land of his father—Gen. 31:3.   
If he goes home, however, he still has to face Esau, the brother he tricked out of his 
birthright and blessing.  Will he go? 

 
In chapter 32 of Genesis, we begin to see something new in Jacob’s development.  

II. JACOB’S SAINTLY BEGINNING—Gen. 32. This represents the continuation of the 
conflict, but also the story’s emotional high point & eventual resolution. Here we see: 
 
A. God’s response to Jacob’s obedience—v. 1.  (See Genesis 31:3.)  

 
B. Notice Jacob’s response to God and the angels—v. 2.  Did this visit have any 

impact on his character, and was it an encouragement? (Apparently, not much.) 
Sometimes unbelief is deeply entrenched in our heart. (God’s promises not enough?)  

 
C. Jacob’s response to Esau—vv. 3-5. Jacob still feels uneasy about Esau. So he 

follows his usual pattern (prayer or scheming, but mostly scheming) when he finds 
out Esau and 400 men are coming to meet him—vv. 6-21!  
 
Application: Have any of us ever schemed rather than prayed?  
• Planning is good, but we can easily cross over the line into scheming. 
• Fear is often evidence of forgetfulness - forgetting God’s presence/promise.  
• Fear and distress are also evidence of our taking responsibility for events and 

problems that are to be God’s alone. Anyone relate to this response? 
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D. Jacob’s response to the distressing news that Esau and 400 men are coming—vv. 
7-8. He takes the whole matter into his hands and again tries to work out God’s 
plan for his life by scheming. He plans his options by his wit and craftiness. 
 
1. But finally, he prays—v. 9. Note the order! It’s unfortunate he prays last. He 

should have prayed before his scheming and planning. 
 
Application:  Likewise, when we pray we get insight, and wise plans flow out of 
that insight, not vice versa. On the other hand, it’s still a good time to pray when 
all else fails and our scheming hasn’t worked.  Don’t beat yourself up, just pray! 
 

2. Notice how Jacob prays; it’s a great change. We should mimic the elements. 
His prayer sounds great, but has he changed?  
 
a. He returns to scheming and he sends a gift that is designed for maximum 

effectiveness and impact—vv. 13-16. 
 
Application: Have you ever acted like Jacob? Have you ever prayed and 
then tried to bring about an answer to your prayer?  

 
b. He carries through on his plan—vv. 17-21. 

 
c. He finishes his plan by making sure his family is safe—v. 22.       

 
Application: What does Jacob’s action in verses 17-23 say to us? We must 
be brought to the end of the exclusive management of our life. God won’t 
share His glory with our plans. How will God show this to us? Most of the 
time there’s only one way this will happen. Like Jacob, we can’t be brought 
to the END OF OUR SCHEMES until we come to the END OF OURSELVES. 

 
d. So God brings Jacob to a vulnerable state. He brings him to a place where 

his family and material goods are not there to confuse or help him. He is 
alone, and this is where God wants him.  Does it have to be this way? 

 
Next, the whole story changes; don’t miss it! At first the narrative seems weird…  

E. God’s response is to set up a wrestling match with Jacob—v. 24b. The identity of 
the wrestler is revealed later, but notice for now the wrestling is with a man. 
 
1. At this point Jacob is 90+ yr. old, but he is still tough. He isn’t about to submit, 

so he wrestles with his opponent until daybreak.  
Application: Does this remind us of the struggle the flesh puts up in our own 
lives? Do we see ourselves here? Have any of us ever been this obstinate? 
 

2. Jacob then has the ultimate hold put on him—v. 25. The Lord always knows the 
right hold in order to bring us to the point of weakness, and that’s what happens 
here. The man touches Jacob’s thigh and breaks his strength. Is it sufficient? 

 
3. Jacob finally submits—v. 26. Something has happened—v. 26. Notice, he is no 

longer WRESTLING, but he is now CLINGING. Something has changed. He has 
been made weak and is now finally defeated. So he begins pleading, “Oh please 
bless me...” (See Hos. 12:4b.) God has turned Jacob’s strength into weakness, to 
teach him that only by such means can he be strong—2 Cor. 12:10.  
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F. God asks a question that reveals significant change has taken place—v. 27. Don’t 
miss that this match is the end of 20 years of God’s patient dealing with Jacob.  
Application:  God will take TIME to break us; He will bring us into submission. 
 

1. This change in character is now displayed in the change of names—vv. 27-28.   
v. 28—“Then the man said, Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because 
you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome.’” 
 
What follows that change of name is very encouraging to all of us who have 
finally been brought to the point of admitting our sins and character flaws. 

2. Jacob receives his blessing—vv. 29-30. Jacob finally gets to the point where 
God CAN bless him. 
 
Application: A prolonged struggle will leave its marks. So let’s stop struggling 
and accept the blessing, before the marks are permanent or even more painful. 
 

3. Jacob’s thinking and the apparent answer to his question are revealed in v. 30. 
 
Application: When we come out on the other side of a testing time and God 
blesses us, we should give that time in our life a name in keeping with God’s 
provision and character. Even if we didn’t sin but the struggle was deep, hurtful 
and protracted, NAME IT! (Adversity University; Made Weak to Win, etc.) 
 

4. Jacob walks into Canaan a changed man, both physically and spiritually. 
Physically, HE IS NOW LIMPING—v. 31. Spiritually, his nature has also been 
changed and his new name is Israel.  Israel means, “He struggled with God.” 

 
III. Conclusion: Let’s conclude with a few observations about what we have just seen in 

Jacob’s life.  I will repeat what we have discussed and restate it a little differently! 
 

A. God has to isolate Jacob (take him out of the limelight) before he can change 
him. v. 24a—“So Jacob was left alone...” It’s only when he comes to the end of 
himself that God chooses to change him and bless him. 
 
Application:  We’re often just like Jacob. When was the last time we were alone 
with God and said something like this: “God, I submit to Your plans and Your will. I 
won’t struggle with Your purposes in my life. I’ll go and do what You want me to do. 
Whatever You ask, I’ll obey.” Has that happened lately? Often it’s only in 
isolation/feeling alone in a struggle that we see or are open to God’s plans and 
ways. The highest surrender is “Not my will but your will be done”—Matt. 26:39. 
 

B. Related to that, we see with Jacob that God lets him struggle and wrestle until he 
submits—v. 25.  Notice, God doesn’t use His power to defeat Jacob.  
 
Application:  God doesn’t exercise His power to make us humans follow Him and 
submit to His purposes.  God won’t press us to the mat of submission. Instead, He’ll 
let us struggle against His plans and won’t violate our will. He has given us the right 
to choose, and won’t use His power to force us to submit. But God will make it 
clear we need to submit, doing for us what He did for Jacob. He’ll take away our 
strength, make us weak, and allow pain in our lives. How sad and unnecessary! The 
moment we cry, “I can’t go on anymore. I’ve had it; I’m through,” is so often the 
first cry of victory. There we begin to experience the power of God. God’s strength 
is perfected in weakness—2 Cor. 12:10.  (If we chronically resist, He’ll step back…) 
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C. The mark on his life, however, isn’t shame; the mark is a story to tell, and an 
attitude of submission to demonstrate the rest of his life. 

 
1. When his family acknowledges his limping, what do you imagine Jacob says? 

 
2. Likewise, “What’s our name”? We, too, can be called, Spiritual Israel, a person 

ruled by God…maybe even one who fought victoriously with God…one who God 
gave victory to despite our struggle, being obstinate and manipulative.  We 
submitted to God and won! 

 
D. The development of a spiritual legacy often travels a rough and winding road, 

with plenty of peaks and valleys, e.g., the subtitle of our Journey series. 
 

1. Jacob became Israel and it’s his lineage that developed into the nation of Israel. 
2. So, let’s not scheme, or trick, or try to cover up for family/friends in order to see 

that they will get blessed. Let’s PRAY and ask God to bring our loved ones to 
the end of themselves, so He can bless them and provide for them in His way! 

 
 

GOING DEEPER APPLICATION QUESTIONS 
 

1. What does your name mean? (If you don’t know the meaning, “Google” it.) Has 
your name and/or its meaning impacted your life in any way? (How about the 
impact of your family name?) 

2. Have you ever gained something at someone else’s expense or because of your 
manipulation? (Think back even to your childhood.) How did the gain ultimately 
work out? How did Jacob’s trickery to receive the blessing from Isaac impact his 
life? Restate again his poetic justice (justice particularly fitting his crimes). 

3. Describe a time when logical consequences of your sinful action (or a friend’s/ 
family member’s action) caused you (or them) great pain. Did anything come out of 
the experience that impacted your (others’) life in a negative or positive way? 

4. Describe a very positive time when God overtly intersected your life. What was the 
outcome? What’s the lesson or the principle you gained from that experience/ 
encounter? Make an attempt to capture that experience by giving it a name or 
phrase that describes the outcome, your view of God, or the lesson learned. 
(Notice Jacob named the place he first met the angels as “Mahanaim”—v. 2.) 

5. Describe a time when you may have put your efforts (manipulation, scheming, or 
planning) ahead of prayer. How did that work out for you? What are some of the 
signs or consequences that we are planning first and praying last? What are some 
of the evidences that we are forgetting God’s presence? (See verses 6-7.) 

6. What are some elements of Jacob’s prayer that are commendable? (See vv—9-12.) 
7. Does Jacob’s wrestling match illustrate any time or thing in your life (v. 24a)? Why 

do you think the “man” who was wrestling with Jacob didn’t just overpower him 
and grind him into the ground? What does that say to you about wrestling with 
God over an issue/concern/desire? (See vv. 25-26.) 

8. Why was Jacob’s name changed (vv. 27-28)? Do you have a name or quality you 
would like to be known by?  What would you name your biggest struggle, either 
because of your sin or because of someone else’s actions?  (See vv. 29-30.) What 
deficit or weakness do you carry that you can now name as a positive because of 
God’s subsequent work in your life (release, opportunity, success, life, surprise)? 

9. Let’s look back and look forward. What’s your hope for change in your character 
and/or ministry in your current situation? In what areas are you still not “ruled by 
God?” What’s your prayer for “God’s rule” in your life in the future?  


