“JACOB’S RETURN: JACOB CHOOSES RECONCILIATION”
Defining Moments

February 15, 2009

Cornerstone Community Church

I am the youngest of three brothers.  My oldest brother, Jim, just turned 63, and my other brother Dave is 59.  But in my mind’s eye, Jim is 17, Dave is 13, and I’m still 8.  The three of us got along fairly well as kids, but as much as anything what I remember is the times we didn’t get along, which happened – as in most families – quite often.  Most of the games we played together ended in arguments.  Wrestling matches were routine.  Pranks were common.  But somehow we remained friends as well as brothers.
About three months ago I had a flashback to those days.  I was on the phone with Jim and our discussion turned into an argument.  Suddenly Jim, who lives in Minnesota, said, “I don’t want to talk to you anymore,” and he hung up the phone.  Jim was mad, and I was a bit mad.  And here’s what I knew, having known Jim all my life.  I knew that my brother would never call me back and try to resolve things.  I knew he would never write to me and say, “Sorry I got mad, let’s agree to disagree,” or anything like that.  I knew, in fact, that if I just left things I might not hear from Jim again for years.  I knew that if there was any hope of Jim and I reconciling, it would be entirely up to me.  

Do you have anyone in your life like that?  Maybe, like me, it’s someone in your family – a brother or sister, a mom or a dad.  Maybe it’s someone in your church family, someone you used to be close to but who hurt you or who disagreed with you.  Maybe it’s an old friend, someone you used to hang out with all the time who did or said something that made it very uncomfortable for you to even look at them.  
I think it’s safe to say that none of us enjoy conflict.  But this is what one leading Christian of our time says on this subject; see if you agree: “To be alive is to be in conflict.”  Sometimes we think that a lack of conflict is a sign of spiritual maturity, that only spiritually immature people will openly clash with each other.  But more often, Christian counselors tell us, a lack of open conflict is a sign not of maturity but of apathy.  And that makes a certain amount of sense to me.  When I think about it I realize that I don’t have conflict over ideas I don’t really care about, and I don’t have conflict with people I don’t really care about.  Conflict only exists when I care.
Here’s a saying, authored by John Ortberg, that I think should become our motto here at Cornerstone: “Community is worth fighting for.”  If we really care about each other – if we care about our family, if we care about our friends, and if we care about our church family – then we need to be willing to fight to make our relationships right.  We need to be willing to fight through the conflict and the disagreements and the hard feelings.  That’s not easy, I will readily admit.  It is much easier to walk away.  It is much easier to simply avoid the person who makes you mad.  That’s exactly what I have done too many times in my life, and what you’ve likely done too many times in yours.  And it’s not right, and it’s not healthy.  
There was a time when, had my brother hung up the phone on me, I would have said to myself, “Fine. I don’t need him.  He’s nothing but a pain. When he’s ready, he’ll apologize.”  But when my brother did that a few months ago, that wasn’t my reaction.  I knew instinctively that this was a defining moment for our relationship.  Since Jim wouldn’t answer the phone when I tried to call him back, I sat down and wrote him a letter to do my best to make things right.  In fact, I had to write a number of letters over the next few weeks before Jim wrote back to me, and his first letters weren’t very nice.  And while I have grown over the years in learning to fight through conflict instead of fleeing from conflict, I will very readily admit that I still have a long, long ways to go.
One of the best examples in the Bible of someone who learned this very lesson is Jacob.  Jacob had a brother by the name of Esau with whom he had a serious conflict.  For years Jacob and Esau lived in total alienation from each other, and for some very good reasons.  And then Jacob had a defining moment, one of the most remarkable moments you could imagine.  Let me tell you Jacob’s story, and let’s see what we can learn from him about how to fight to make a relationship right.
Jacob’s Desperate Prayer
Jacob’s story is told in the very first book of the Bible, Genesis.  In fact, fully one-fourth of Genesis is devoted to the life of Jacob.  Jacob had a very famous grandfather named Abraham, and a famous father by the name of Isaac.  If you were to hold a banquet in honor of Jacob, you could say a lot of nice things about him.  Jacob was very hard working.  He was diligent.  He was a devoted husband and father.  He was a wise man, though some would use the word shrewd.  And he had become fairly wealthy.

But Jacob had a major character flaw, a flaw that got him into trouble again and again.  Jacob was a liar and a cheat.  Do you know anyone like that?  Ever meet someone at work like that, or maybe had someone in your family who would cut any corners he needed to cut in order to get what he wanted?  That’s Jacob, Jacob the liar.

Jacob’s twin brother was Esau.  As the Bible tells the story, Esau is delivered first, and Jacob grabs Esau’s heel and is pulled out right behind Jacob.  In those days being the firstborn meant everything in terms of status and inheritance, a fact Esau may well have emphasized to his twin brother Jacob many times as they grew up.  And I have a hunch that Jacob didn’t think it was fair that just because he was delivered a few seconds after Esau that Esau got everything and he got nothing.  

You’ve surely heard the term “dysfunctional family” before.  “The Simpsons” come to mind as the poster children for the dysfunctional family.  But the Simpsons have nothing on Jacob’s family.  Jacob’s parents are Isaac and Rebekah.  In a healthy family the parents don’t play favorites, but this isn’t a healthy family.  Esau is the favorite of Isaac, and Jacob is the favorite of Rebekah.  In a healthy family the mother doesn’t conspire with her favorite son to lie to the father and to trick the father into giving the inheritance to her favorite son instead of his favorite son.  But this isn’t a healthy family, and that’s exactly what happens.  

If you remember this story from Sunday School, you might remember your teacher making a big deal about the fact that Esau is a hairier man than Jacob, with lots of hair on his arms and his chest.  Jacob, like me, has better uses for his hormones than to waste them growing body hair; he is a smooth man.  Isaac, the father, is largely blind, and the way he tells which son is which is by feeling their arms.  So Rebekah and Jacob do something sneaky.  They cover Jacob’s arms and his neck with goatskins, so that when Isaac feels him he thinks Jacob is Esau.  As the story unfolds, Isaac has his doubts, because the voice sure sounds like Jacob even if the hair on the arms feels like Esau, but Isaac goes ahead and gives Jacob the blessing of the firstborn, which includes these words: “May nations serve you and peoples bow down to you.  Be lord over your brothers, and may the sons of your mother bow down to you.” (Genesis 27:29)    

Esau then finds out how his mother and brother have deceived his father and tricked him out of his father’s blessing.  As in any healthy family, Esau then conspires to kill his brother.  Rebekah, the mom, finds out Esau’s plan, and to protect her favorite son Jacob she sends Jacob off to work far, far away for his Uncle Laban.

When we catch up to the story it’s now about 20 years or so later.  Jacob has two wives, eleven sons and a great deal of wealth.  And God speaks to Jacob.  God tells Jacob this: “Go back to the land of your fathers and to your relatives, and I will be with you.” (Genesis 31:3)  Jacob thinks that’s great, except, of course, for one small problem – his brother Esau.  He left home because Esau was planning to kill him, and after 20 years he has no reason to believe Esau has changed his mind.  But since God told him to go, Jacob decides to go back home.  He packs up his family and his flocks and his possessions, and begins the journey back to the land of Canaan.  But he is, for very good reason, very afraid.  Here’s what happens:

When the messengers returned to Jacob, they said, “We went to your brother Esau, and now he is coming to meet you, and four hundred men are with him.”  In great fear and distress Jacob divided the people who were with him into two groups, and the flocks and herds and camels as well.  He thought, “If Esau comes and attacks one group, the group that is left may escape.”  (Genesis 32:6-8)
You can sense Jacob’s fear.  He is all but certain that Esau is intent on getting revenge for the way Jacob had cheated him out of their father’s blessing.  And so Jacob prays, a prayer of desperation.  He prays, “O God of my father Abraham, God of my father Isaac, O Lord who said to me, ‘Go back to your country and your relatives, and I will make you prosper’ … Save me, I pray, from the hand of my brother Esau, for I am afraid he will come and attack me, and also the mothers with their children.” (Genesis 32:9-11)  

Have you ever prayed a prayer like that, a prayer of desperation?  You or someone you loved were in a tight spot, and you begged God to save you.  Maybe you were desperate about your marriage, or maybe you were desperate about your work or your finances, and you prayed to God with great emotion and intensity. You realized that at this point in your life you needed God. There were no other options. You needed God to be present, to intervene in your life, and so you prayed like you never prayed before. That’s what Jacob did; he prayed the prayer of a desperate man.

Jacob’s Dangerous Partner
But the truth is that while Jacob was desperate for God to help him, Jacob wasn’t quite ready for God to change him.  Have you ever been there?  You were desperate for God to change your circumstances.  You were desperate for God to change the other person, the person with whom you were having the conflict.  Your prayer was, “God, change my brother.  God, change my wife.  God, change that other person.”  But you weren’t really looking for God to change you.  But here’s the point – if you want to experience reconciliation and healing of a broken relationship, you have to be willing for God to change you.  Jacob isn’t ready to change yet.  Jacob still thinks he can trick Esau.  Here’s what he does.  First he sends ahead of him a large number of sheep and goats and camels and bulls and donkeys, and he tells the men herding these animals to tell Esau that these are gifts for him from his brother Jacob.  Then, as we’ve already seen, he divides his family into two groups.  He hopes that Esau will think after he’s killed the first group that those were all of Jacob’s family and that he wouldn’t bother looking for any more.  Apparently he thinks Esau isn’t the brightest crayon in the box; after all, he tricked him before, so why wouldn’t he be able to trick him now?

It is now the night before Jacob expects to encounter Esau.  He has sent ahead all of the gifts while he and his family have stayed behind at camp.  He then sends his wives and his sons across the River Jabbok, and he sends the rest of his possessions ahead as well.  But Jacob stays behind.  Apparently Jacob is not only a liar; he’s a chicken.  This  is how desperate he is to avoid a confrontation with his brother; he’s actually willing to sacrifice every one he loves rather than look his brother in the eyes.
But then something happens that is one of the strangest stories in all of the Bible, and of the most remarkable defining moments in history:

So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak.  When the man saw that he could not overpower him, he touched the socket of Jacob’s hip so that his hip was wrenched as he wrestled with the man.  Then the man said, “Let me go, for it is daybreak.”

But Jacob replied, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.”

The man asked him, “What is your name?”  “Jacob,” he answered.

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.”

Jacob said, “Please tell me your name.”  But he replied, “Why do you ask my name?”  Then he blessed him there.

So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, “It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared.”  (Genesis 32:24-30)
It’s been a long time since I’ve watched professional wrestling for more than a minute or two, but I imagine some of you have watched it from time to time.  How long do the matches last?  Usually a few minutes, right?  Long enough to be entertaining but not so long as to get boring.  But this wrestling match lasts an entire night!  Hour after hour Jacob struggles and sweats and grunts and groans.  So who do you think his opponent is?  Chris Jericho?  King Kong Bundy? Kevin Nash? Hulk Hogan?
It’s pretty clear who Jacob thought he was wrestling.  Just as his wrestling partner gave Jacob a new name (Israel), so Jacob gave the location a new name.  He calls the place “Peniel,” which means “the face of God.”  It is Jacob’s understanding that he has been wrestling with God.  Later on in the Bible, in the book of Hosea, the Bible confirms Jacob’s belief.  The Bible tells us in Hosea 12:3-4 that in the form of an angel God went hand to hand with Jacob.  

Now let me admit to you that there are all sorts of questions that I have about this, all sorts of things I don’t understand about what went on that night.  But let’s focus on what we do understand.  We know from the remainder of the Bible that God is all-powerful.  So how is it that “the man” wrestling Jacob could not overcome Jacob?  There can only be one answer – God chose not to overcome Jacob.  God chose to allow Jacob to wrestle him on even terms.  He chose to allow Jacob to engage him in this intimate struggle for an entire night.  And God then proves that he can win the match at any time when he dislocates Jacob’s hip with a mere touch.  

This is a little like when I would play Ryan in basketball when he was younger.  When he was 8, I was 43.  If I wanted to, I could have made sure he never scored a basket, and I could have scored any time I wanted to.  But that wouldn’t have been any fun, and it wouldn’t have helped Ryan grow as a basketball player. So I would play just hard enough so it felt like we were on equal terms.  But every once in awhile Ryan would get under my skin, and I would make sure Ryan knew that we weren’t on equal terms, something like God did when he dislocated Jacob’s hip.  

So why did God engage in this unprecedented wrestling match when Jacob was clearly no match for him?  Why did I play one-on-one with Ryan when he was no match for me?  Here’s my answer.  Ryan and I have a far more personal relationship with each other from playing against each other than we would have if I just sat and watched him shoot baskets.  Bumping up against each other and battling against each other is a bonding experience like nothing else.  Oh, we’ve gotten mad at each other and frustrated each other, but there’s no denying that we are far closer because of those experiences than we would be without them.  I can’t say for sure why God chose to respond to Jacob’s desperate prayer by becoming a dangerous wrestling partner, but I can imagine this – after that match, Jacob knew God in a way he had never known God before.  

I have never physically wrestled with God, and to my knowledge no one else ever has.  And yet the truth is that God, in his grace, allows every one of us to wrestle with him.  Haven’t you?  Haven’t you ever talked to God like you’d talk to someone you were mad at?  I remember once praying this: “God, I am so mad at this person, and I am absolutely miserable, and you’re not helping one bit.”  And guess what?  God let me wrestle with him.  God didn’t strike me down.  God let me vent and stew and doubt and struggle.  And he did it up close and personal.  He didn’t sit on the sidelines and watch me struggle.  He got in the ring with me and put on the gloves and we had it out.  

Jacob’s Different Personality
And notice what happens to Jacob when his match with God is over.  If you continue reading on in Genesis 33 you will discover this – Jacob is now a very different person.  Jacob went to God with a desperate prayer – “God, save me from Esau.”  God responded by becoming a dangerous partner, a wrestling partner who dislocated Jacob’s hip with a mere touch.  And as a result of the wrestling match, Jacob becomes a different person, a person who is finally ready to make things right with the brother he has been in conflict with all of his life. 

When the match is over and a new day has come, Jacob realizes it’s time to meet Esau.  He divides up his family just as he had planned, but now instead of hiding at the end of the line, Jacob moves to the front of the line.  Instead of being the last person to encounter Esau, he becomes the first.  He’s no longer a chicken; he’s now a man of courage, ready to fight not for his rights but to make things right.  And notice what he does.  Jacob has just had a defining moment in his relationship with God, and now it’s time for his defining moment with Esau. Here’s the text: “Jacob himself went on ahead and bowed to the ground seven times as he approached his brother.” (Genesis 33:3)  Jacob takes the high road by taking the low road, bowing in humility before Esau seven times.  By the way, have you ever tried that?  I know – you didn’t do anything wrong; the other person did.  But if that’s what it takes to reconcile, isn’t it worth a try? 
In response to Jacob’s display of humility, Esau runs to meet Jacob, hugs him and kisses him, and tries to give back to Jacob all the gifts Jacob had sent ahead.  Then watch what happens next as the story comes to conclusion:  “No, please!” said Jacob.  “If I have found favor in your eyes, accept this gift from me.  For to see your face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have received me favorably.” (Genesis 32:10)  Do you notice any difference in Jacob?  This is the same guy who was willing to do anything to cheat his brother out of everything his brother had, including lying to his own father.  Esau had been an obstacle to him, someone in the way of what he wanted.  But not now.  Now, after wrestling with God, Jacob is a different person.  Now when he sees his brother, it is to him like seeing the face of God.

Jesus said it this way to his disciples: “By this will all men know you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:34-35)  But how do you love someone when you’re not even sure you like them?  How do you love someone who has done you wrong?  Here’s where we need to start – we need to start with God.  We need to wrestle it out with God, to tell God, “God, I don’t get this, it’s not fair, I don’t know what to do, I’m mad, I’m scared, I want you to do something to that person,” and whatever else you need to tell God.  And once we’ve wrestled it through with God, maybe just maybe God will change our hearts enough that we will be able and willing to wrestle it through with the person who has done us wrong.  

Corrie Ten Boom spent years in a Nazi concentration camp during World War 2.  She saw the Nazis cause the death of her father, and she watched them kill her sister Betsie.  She suffered horribly – beaten, starved, covered with lice, tortured.  After the War, which she miraculously survived, Corrie Ten Boom began to travel the world to tell the world about God’s power and grace, to let people know that there is no hole so deep that God is not deeper still.  And then one day Corrie sensed God telling her to go back to Germany, to tell the German people that God loves them.  It was the last thing Corrie wanted to do.  Like Jacob’s hesitation to face Esau, Corrie was hesitant to face the Germans.  Then Corrie had a moment with God, and in it God taught her this, in the words of F.B. Meyer: “God does not fill with His Spirit those who believe in the fullness of the Spirit, or those who desire Him, but those who obey Him.”   Corrie decided that as hard as it was, she was going to obey God.  Like Jacob returning to Canaan in obedience to the call of God, she returned to Germany.

One evening, after telling a German audience about the love and forgiveness of God, Corrie spotted a tall German man walking toward her.  She immediately recognized who it was.  He had been a guard at the concentration camp where she had been tortured, where her sister had been killed.  As she watched the man, she feared him and she hated him.  The former guard walked right up to Corrie, and then after a word of introduction said: “Since that time I have become a Christian.  I know that God has forgiven me for the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your lips.  Fraulein,” he said as he held out his hand, “will you forgive me?”

Corrie writes: “It could not have been many seconds that he stood there – hand held out – but to me it seemed hours as I wrestled with the most difficult thing I had ever had to do.”  Did you notice her choice of words?  Who was Corrie wrestling with?  Like Jacob, like me, like you, she was wrestling with God.  Corrie says that her heart was cold towards this man.  She prayed, “Jesus, help me.  I can’t love this man.  Help me to at least raise my hand to shake his hand.”  Then, with great effort, wrestling to the end, Corrie managed to woodenly lift her hand and put it into the hand of her former enemy.  And as she did, a miracle happened.  Like a current of electricity flowing through her body, Corrie felt God’s love flow through her.  She let go of the man’s hand and gave him a hug and said, “I forgive you, brother, with all my heart!”  Corrie then writes these words: “I had never known God’s love so intensely as I did then.”

Let this be our motto – community is worth fighting for.  Reconciliation is worth fighting for.  I know it seems impossible to think that we could ever look into the eyes of a person who hurt us or who cheated us or who wronged us and say, “Seeing you is like seeing the face of God.”  But you’ll never know until you give God a chance.  Let me close with this thought.  I cannot guarantee that you will be able to reconcile with every person in your life.  It takes two to reconcile.  That person with whom you are in conflict has free will; that person has a choice of their own to make, and they might choose very differently.  But that’s no reason not to try, not if you believe community and intimacy and reconciliation are worth fighting for.  So let’s invite God to meet with us, to wrestle with us, and to change us.  Let’s commit to fight to make things right.  And let’s get on our knees and ask God to do a miracle of healing only he can do, in our hurting hearts and in our broken relationships.
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