
1 

 

Rev. David R. Solum 

19th Sunday after Pentecost 

October 19 & 20, 2019 

Immanuel Lutheran, Michigan City 

Genesis 32:22-32 

 

 

Before every Good Easter is Good Friday.  There is always a storm before the calm.  Before 

Christ came walking on the water to rescue His disciples, He had caused a tempest to overwhelm 

them in their boat, so that they were about to sink.  There are times when God is more like an 

enemy falling upon us when we least suspect it.  He suddenly throws us to the ground with 

sickness or the loss of a loved one or some other kind of suffering.  He wrestles with us and 

makes it seem like we might not be God’s favored children after all.  The fight drags on and on 

and with all stubbornness we hold tightly on to God’s promises and do not let go until He blesses 

us. 

 

All the great patriarchs and matriarchs, kings, prophets, and apostles have experienced this.  

Saints like Sarah, Rachel, Hannah, and Elizabeth suffered barrenness.  They wept and prayed 

continuously for a child until it was not possible to conceive anymore.  Although their wombs 

were cursed, they believed God’s covenant.  And after most would’ve given up hope, God gave 

them children.  When Hannah’s prayers were answered she said, “The Lord kills and the Lord 

brings to life; He brings down to Sheol (that is, the realm of the dead) and raises up.”  In other 

words, God leads us into great trial and darkness, we become like the dead in our sorrow and 

pain and have no way of escape, but then He raises us up again.  

 

Abraham wrestled for God’s promise of a son until he was 100 years old.  And then, after his son 

Isaac had grown to a young boy, the Lord told him to sacrifice his son.  How his heart must’ve 
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ached as he led Isaac up the mountain.  But Abraham believed God’s promises so strongly, he 

thought that even if Isaac would die, the Lord will have to raise him up again to keep His 

promise.   

 

Moses wrestled with God when God cornered them at the banks of the Red Sea with the 

Egyptians in pursuit, and the Lord parted the sea for them to escape and drowned Pharaoh’s 

army.  He wrestled with God when God led them into the parched wilderness, and God gave 

water from the rock and manna from heaven.  Even when God had determined to wipe out the 

rebellious Israelites in the wilderness, Moses pleaded with God and recalled God’s promises, and 

God relented. 

 

We could go on and on about patriarchs like Joseph, prophets like Jeremiah, or King David, St. 

Paul, and many more who contended with God when He acted like an enemy and made them 

suffer.  Some were enslaved, others put in prison, they were pursued by armies, stoned, rejected 

by their families, shipwrecked, and endured famine and drought.  All of them were eventually 

rescued by the Lord and have now obtained the salvation of their souls. 

 

But why would a good God do things like that to His beloved children?   

 

First, you have to realize that there are some questions that we cannot answer.  We don’t know 

why God chooses to allow particular tragedies to happen to particular people.  That is the hidden 

will of God, the plans which we cannot know or understand on earth.  Sometimes we can look 
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back at our lives and have an idea of the good God had made out of suffering, but we can only 

see dimly the answers.   

 

We can know what the Lord wishes to do for us in every trail.  You see, when things are going 

well for us, we tend to rely a lot less on God’s promises.  We rely on our strength or intellect or 

property and belongings, something within us or something we have on earth for our health and 

prosperity.  God’s promises might be in the back of our minds, but in day-to-day living it is our 

strength and skill that sustains us.  But when we are pushed beyond the limit of our strength and 

when God becomes our enemy and overpowers us, making it seem like God’s promises of 

forgiveness, life, and salvation are not for us, we are forced to grip God’s promises more tightly 

and find all of our strength, hope, love, and life in them.  God uses trials to strengthen our faith in 

His Word. 

 

Consider the example of Jacob.  Although God had promised at his birth that the Lord’s blessing 

and birthright would fall on him, Isaac gave it to Jacob’s brother Esau instead and favored him.  

Jacob believed God’s promise and bargained and tricked to get the birthright and blessing.  Esau 

was enraged and ready to kill Jacob to take back what was his.  Jacob escaped with nothing.  He 

went away without family or livestock or wealth.  Esau, on the other hand, remained at home 

with all of Isaac’s livestock and wealth and household.  Esau married and had children.  It 

appeared that God had reversed His blessing.  Maybe Esau would have God’s covenant instead 

of Jacob. 
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But Jacob, in fourteen years, worked hard and fought for God’s blessing.  And the Lord gave him 

two wives, children, livestock, servants, and more.  Then Jacob returned to his homeland with 

great wealth.  But then, as soon as Jacob’s life seemed to be well again, a servant informed him 

that his brother Esau was coming to meet him with four hundred men!  Jacob’s heart must’ve 

sunk.  How else could one interpret this but that Esau was intending to attack his household and 

take everything away from him again?  He was terrified.  He lost sight of God’s promise. 

 

Jacob found a secluded place and prayed for God’s rescue.  And then, suddenly, a man fell upon 

him and wrestled Jacob all night.  We know now that it was God, but Jacob didn’t know then.  

The man saw that Jacob was winning the fight, and so he put Jacob’s hip out of joint.  Now you 

might be wondering, “If God Himself was wrestling Jacob, how in the world was Jacob able to 

survive, let alone prevail?”  But you must remember that God comes to us in weakness and even 

when He judges us, He does only enough to discipline us.  He does not pour out all His wrath 

against us.  We would all perish if He did.  But God veils His glory and holds back His full 

power for our good.  God wants us to prevail when we wrestle with Him.  His intention is not 

that we lose salvation, but that we gain it.  He even strengthens us to make us prevail against 

Him.  He nourishes us with Christ’s body and blood, He gives the power of His Word, He 

strengthens and gives new life in our baptism.  God’s power enables us to endure and cling to 

Christ for salvation.  Or, as St. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “God is faithful, and He will 

not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation He will also provide the 

way of escape, that you may be able to endure it.”  In other words, God will never give you a 

trial in which He will not strengthen you to endure and provide a way for you to be delivered. 
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God had so strengthened Jacob, that even after his hip was put out of joint and he was in 

excruciating pain, he would not let go until he had a blessing.  If this man was going to attack 

him and make him question that he was God’s child and had the Lord’s blessing, then that man 

would have to take his curses back and bless him before he could leave.  We do the same thing in 

our prayers.  Like the persistent widow of our Gospel lesson, we stubbornly continue in prayer 

for as long as it takes till we are blessed.  We remember that we are God’s baptized children 

blessed with Christ’s inheritance.  We cannot live under a curse when we have God’s favor.  Nor 

can we cannot mourn and suffer forever.  So, we call upon our heavenly Father until we are 

helped, no matter how long that takes, whether weeks, months, years, or a lifetime.  And we have 

Christ’s promise, that He will not delay, but grant us His justice. 

 

When Jacob realized who the man was that wrestled him, he called the place Panuel because he 

had fought face to face with God and yet God spared his life.  And verse 31 says that as the sun 

rose, Jacob passed Panuel (“God’s face”), limping because of his hip.  He left injured but 

victorious, trusting in God’s Word.  Whatever would happen between Jacob and Esau, Jacob 

knew now more than ever that his victory was sealed in God’s promise.  And when Esau finally 

met him, he fell on his brother’s neck, embracing him and kissing him.  God provided a way of 

escape. 

 

When we are released from a trial, it’s not as though all the pain has gone away.  We limp from 

the pains God has caused us.  Our bodies ache; our hearts feel sorrow.  We are hurt from past 

experiences, yet we rejoice that our lives have been spared and the face of God still shines 

graciously upon us.  We can be sure of that because Christ came down for us, contended with 
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man and God, and won.  He was tempted for forty days in the wilderness by the devil and fought 

Satan’s lies with the Word of God.  He strove against men who wanted Him to seek glory for 

Himself and an earthly kingdom.  He wrestled with God as the Lord did not hold back but 

poured the full measure of His wrath upon His Son.  “My God, My God, why have you forsaken 

me” was upon His lips as He was dying on the cross.  Yet, He could not remain in the grave.  

God, who had turned His back, raised Him up again.  As the sun was rising, Christ walked out of 

the tomb triumphantly with the scars of His trial.  And God blessed Him to be the source of 

eternal salvation for all who believe in Him. 

 

And so, we remember that since we are baptized into Christ, “our life is hidden with Christ,” as 

St. Paul wrote to the Colossians.  Although we may only see and feel weakness, sorrow, and 

tragedy, we believe in what we don’t see, that Jesus Christ is fighting by our side against all our 

enemies, that we are being guarded by angels, that the Holy Spirit is living in us.  Our faith is 

strengthened to realize that in all these things God is not against us, but for us.  The Father, in all 

things, in times of trial and times of peace, is zealously fighting for His children.  And He will 

prevail.  Amen. 


