November 26, 2023 Who Are You Wrestling With? Ann Burnham, CLM

Good Morning Church!

Our reading comes from— Genesis, the first book of the Bible. I must tell you Jacob’s
story is quite a story, but in our reading you only get a small glance — no before and
after of the story. I am going to give you my cliff notes version of the back story.

Isaac was the son of Abraham and Sarah. Just as God had promised Abraham, he
would bless him and multiply his descendants beyond number, like stars in the sky and
sand on the seashore. Isaac married Rebekah and like Isaac’s mother had difficulty
getting pregnant. Isaac pleaded with God on Rebekah’s behalf to allow her to bear
children and Rebekah became pregnant with twins. She had difficulty during her
pregnancy with the two babies struggling within her womb. When Rebekah went to the
Lord to ask why, the Lord told her she would have twin sons and they would become
two nations that would be rivals, but one would be stronger than the other — and this is
the part, you need to remember: the older son would serve the younger son.

When they were born, Esau came out first, but Jacob came out holding on to Esau’s
heel. He was clearly anxious not to be far behind. Esau and Jacob were as different as
night and day. Esau was the manly man — hairy and strong. He loved to hunt, fish and
was the apple of his father, Isaac’s eye. Jacob was more of a homebody, and he was
the apple of his mother, Rebekah’s eye.

What Jacob lacked in strength and hunting, he more than made up for by being a
wheeler dealer. He lied and cheated to get what he wanted. He had no patience for
waiting on God even though God had promised Jacob that through him would come a
great nation that would be a blessing to the whole world, Jacob just could not wait on
God.

Jacob was so deceitful, he was able to get his brother to relinquish his birthright as the
first-born son for a bowl of lentil stew and when their father Isaac was going blind and
dying, Jacob, with the assistance of his mother, tricked Isaac into giving Jacob the
birthright blessing that belonged to Esau. Esau was so furious, he vowed to kill Jacob.
Again, with his mother’s help, he left the country to go and live with Rebekah’s brother,
Laban. On his way there, he had a dream where he saw the Lord who said, “I am the
Lord, the God of your grandfather Abraham and your father, Isaac. The ground you are
lying on belongs to you. I am giving it to you and your descendants. Your descendants
will be as numerous as the dust of the earth! They will spread out in all directions — to
the north and the south, to the east and the west. All the families of the earth will be
blessed through you and your descendants.” God then tells Jacob that he will watch
over him and will bring him back to his land.

When Jacob arrived at Laban’s home, he learned that he was not the only con-artist in
the family. Jacob fell in love with Laban’s daughter Rachel, but Laban said he would
have to work for 7 years before he could take Rachel as his wife. Jacob did that happily
because he was so in love but when the time came, there was a switcheroo —
Presumably the bride wore veils because the next morning, the woman lying beside
Jacob was the older sister Leah! More struggles for Jacob, because now he would have
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to work another 7 years for Rachel, but he offered a deal to Laban rather than payment
of wages Jacob wanted livestock. Once again Laban tried to cheat Jacob but this time,
Jacob outsmarted him. Jacob built up large flocks of sheep, goats, camels, and
donkeys as well as many male and female servants. Hmmm, Laban was catching on
and started showing his distrust of Jacob, but it was too late because Jacob had
amassed his own wealth.

That is when the Lord said to Jacob, “Return to the land of you father (Isaac) and
grandfather (Abraham), and to your relatives there, and I will be with you.” Jacob
relayed the dream to his wives, Rachel and Leah. They agreed and they left during the
time Laban was away because Jacob knew he would not allow them to leave.

When Laban returned, was furious and pursued Jacob, his family and flocks, but the
night before he caught up with them, Laban had a dream in which God told him, “I am
warning you — leave Jacob alone!” The next day Laban met up with them, told Jacob
about his dream, and made a covenant with Jacob. Laban kissed his daughters and
grandchildren goodbye, blessed them, and returned home. Another struggle solved!

There was however one giant struggle left that Jacob faced — Esau and his threat to kill
Jacob. Even though God promised Jacob he would watch over him, patience was not
Jacob’s long suit — no, he took things into his own hands — no waiting for God.

Jacob now had wealth, two wives, two concubines and 11 children but he wanted to
see his brother. He was frightened though because he knew his brother wanted to kill
him and possibly his family. How could he save himself and his family?

Jacob devised a plan to try and buy his way into Esau’s good graces with gifts, so he
sends messengers ahead to tell Esau that Ais servant Jacob —did you get that? Esau’s
servant Jacob, has been staying with Laban and could not get away until now — this
is 20 years later that Jacob is saying this — the messenger goes on to tell Esau that
Jacob has done well for himself, has acquired cattle, donkeys and sheep as well as men
and women servants and Jacob is hoping for Esau’s approval and they present gifts for
Esau. The messengers return to tell Jacob that Esau is on his way to meet him and he
is bringing 400 men with him!

Now Jacob is shaking in his shoes and knows the plan needs to be revised so he divides
the animals and the people into two camps so if Esau comes upon the first camp and
attacks it, the second camp will have a chance to get away.

Then Jacob prays: “God of my father Abraham, God of my father Isaac, God who
told me, ‘Go back to your parents’ homeland and I'll treat you well.” I don’t deserve all
the love and loyalty you've shown me. When I left here and crossed the Jordan, I only
had the clothes on my back, and now look at me—two camps! Save me, please, from
the violence of my brother, my angry brother! I'm afraid he’ll come and attack us all,
even the mothers and the children. You yourself said, ‘T will treat you well; I'll make
your descendants like the sands of the sea, far too many to count.”

Here it is — when all else fails, PRAY!!
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Then Jacob settled down for the night in the camp but for some reason — maybe he
was still fearful for his family — he got up, took his two wives, two maidservants and his
11 children and crossed the ford of Jabbok and got them and all his possessions safely
across the brook.

Our reading says a man wrestled with him all night and when he could not overpower
him, he touched the socket of Jacob’s hip and Jacob was left with a limp. It was God
who wrestled with him - Jacob realized he needed God and so he hung on until he
received the blessing he asked for, and he hung on to God for the rest of his life.
Sometimes we get so full of ourselves, we think we can handle everything on our own,
sometimes we do things that God would not approve of, so we stop turning to God.

Don't you wonder how that can be? If that was God — What reason did he have to
attack Jacob? Why couldn’t God prevail? When does our God, our powerful and mighty
God who can move mountains be unable to beat a mortal?

Is this the God we know — God comes into to fight with us, breaking us? Leaving us
with a limp? Where is the God who heals, comforts, and loves? What we see, is God
doing what He does sometimes — putting us through tough struggles to make us realize
how much we need Him. We go off the path and He pulls us back — He loves us too
much to let us go astray. God loves you and He will pull you until he breaks you.

Ted and I had just started going back to church, not sure how it would go when were
faced with one test after another - Arteritis effecting my memory and vision in
September, a rare fungal pneumonia partially collapsing my lung and pressing against
my heart that had to be surgically removed in October, my mom'’s lung Cancer in
November, then we lost her in January, and my diagnosis of uterine Cancer in May.
God broke us! We knew we needed God, and we needed our new church family.

All the time I was sick, the little Methodist church we were going to prayed. My friend
and the pastor went to the rail with Ted and prayed when I was sick. What is so
amazing is that I could feel the prayers. I felt we were not alone throughout these
difficult months.

What issues have you wrestled with or are wrestling with now? Do you remember a
time when God got hold of you piling one thing after another on you until you cried
uncle and realized you need to go back to God.

Look, this is the time of stewardship. We ask you to fill out a pledge card to advise us
what you think you can contribute next year. The amount of time you can give our
church to help, be it Sunday School, ushering, greeting, counting, coffee hour,
streaming, etc. We also ask about the financial giving you plan for next year. We ask
this only so we can plan our budget. We are not going to do that this year. If you
want to tell us, great but we are not going to pass out cards. We know many of you
are up in the air about things and we know everything is costing more, it is for the
church too. What we want is for all of you to pray — pray for guidance. Ask God to
give you discernment about your time, your treasures, and your talents.
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We need to remember always to go to God first. We cannot handle everything on our
own. It does not matter what it is: Family issues, friend issues, health issues, financial
issues, then pray for guidance. Lastly, are you struggling with your faith? Talk to
God - then listen — listen for God. And when you need prayer, come to your church
family and let us pray for you.

We don't need to do it ourselves — we do not need to wrestle with God. He loves you—
don’t make him leave you with a limp!

By the way — spoiler alert! After Jacob’s wrestling match, Jacob met Esau and his 400
men and.... Esau ran to meet Jacob hugging and kissing him on the neck and they both
wept.

Amen



