
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 32-33 
We resume our journey through Genesis meeting Jacob on the way as he travels back to his homeland after 20 (challenging) years 
with Laban.  In case we have forgotten lets review the circumstances of this moment.  Jacob had originally left home because he 
thoroughly offended his older brother Esau.  He had deceived his father Isaac into giving him the blessing that was reserved for 
Esau.  Here are some of Esau’s words the last time he was a major character in our story:

Genesis 27:41 (NLT) - From that time on, Esau hated Jacob because their father had given Jacob the blessing. And Esau 
began to scheme: "I will soon be mourning my father's death. Then I will kill my brother, Jacob."

So as much as Jacob wants to return home, he is mindful that this is the temperature of the water he is walking into.  He has 
spent the last 20 years serving Laban, growing a family, and running from the choices and decisions he has made.  And now he’s 
heading back to face them by facing Esau.

Genesis 32:1-8 - Jacob Heads For Home, Sends Messengers Ahead To Esau

Esau appears to being a man about things.  He is returning home and is heading, intentionally, right to where his brother 
is living.  He sends messengers ahead with gifts intended to show Esau that Jacob wants favor and peace between them.  
The messengers return and tell Jacob the following information: “we met your brother, and he’s coming to meet you, with  
400 men at his side (v. 6).”

We don’t know what this could mean - it’s sort of a neutral and factual statement.  We saw him and he’s coming to meet 
you with 400 men.  Does this mean Esau is skipping happily with his 400 closest friends to see his long lost brother Jake?  
Does this mean Esau is finally able to accomplish that which he has committed to - the death of his “brother” Jacob - and 
he is bringing 400 of the best, most vicious, blood-thirsty mercenary killers?

We don’t know yet.  But Jacob seems to think he knows which option this news is leaning towards.  Genesis 32:7 tells us 
that “Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed”.  He separates his company into two groups, so that hopefully, when 
Esau’s army attacks, one group could survive.

Genesis 32:9-12 - Jacob Prays

This is the grandson of Abraham showing his true heart at last.  Jacob, facing a perceived threat upon his life, seeks the 
God of Abraham and Isaac on his own initiative.  This prayer is a pretty bold prayer.  Jacob pleads with the LORD for 
deliverance and recounts the LORD’s own promises to Him as the reasoning for why the LORD should bring help!  He 
essentially prays “God, you said you I was supposed to return home to the land of Canaan!  It was you who said you 
would prosper me and make my descendants like the sand of the sea!  If Esau kills me, your word will not come to pass!”  
Wow!
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Jacob is bold, but he is bold because he knows and believes that Yahweh is the faithful God who keeps promises and 
covenants (remember that whole Abraham having a son thing?).  And while he is bold, he is not arrogant - those are two 
different things.  Notice how he humbly comes to God with confidence - “I am unworthy of all the lovingkindness and 
faithfulness you have shown me” he prays (v. 10).  Jacob models a good heart posture here.  We ought to boldly approach 
God with confidence in what He has promised, and we ought to approach humbly, knowing we have nothing as we come!

Hebrews tells us to approach God like this: “Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that 
we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” (Hebrews 4:16)

As Christians, we come with confidence (boldness) all the while realizing we’re coming for mercy, grace and help in our 
time of need to begin with!

One more point to take from Jacob’s prayer.  We see here that Jacob claimed and confessed the promise God had made to him (v 9-
12). God never fails on his promises and so Jacob was counting on God being faithful to His word.   This is an important lesson 
for us for a number of reasons. We should follow Jacob’s example.  What has the LORD promised that you and I must cling to in 
various situations of our life? If we find and remember and believe the promise and word of God in these situations we will find 
the confidence and strength to face our fears and press on in trials. 

However, we must be careful that the word we are clinging to is indeed a promise of God. It cannot be a misapplied or 
misinterpreted scripture pulled out of context. Too many are left discouraged when they cling to those kind of words. It also 
should not be a word we “think” God has spoken to us which is not confirmable by the Scriptures. Too many people “think” God 
said such and such and they hold on to a word they hope is the LORD’s when it is not.  Claiming and trusting the true promises of 
God can change you life.  Holding on to a word that is not the LORD’s can ruin it.

Genesis 32:13-21 - Jacob Sends Ahead Three Gifts

Jacob sends a large caravan of gifts for Esau before him.  He instructs his servants to approach Esau with these gifts 
and say that “these are a present to my lord Esau from Jacob, who is behind us.”  Jacob plans to send three separate 
caravans of such gifts to Esau with the hope that it “will appease (Esau)...perhaps he will in turn accept (Jacob)...(v. 
20).  The three fold gift presentations may also buy Jacob a bit more time to adjust his plans in case Esau isn’t 
appeased.

This chapter gives us some good guidance on dealing with relational conflict in a godly way. Jacob’s approach is a good 
model for us. Consider his approach - Jacob acknowledges that there is a conflict rather than pretending it doesn’t exist 
or doesn’t matter.  He believes it is his responsibility to help make things right (32:3).  He then goes to the LORD in 
prayer (v. 9-12).  After He has asked God for help, he doesn’t just “leave it in God’s hands”, but initiates the first step 
towards reconciliation. He approached his “enemy” (his brother) and he does it with humility (v. 17-20).  Jacob did not let 
his fear of the conflict or Esau’s response (in this case possible death!) be an excuse to avoid the confrontation (v. 20). 
He then leaves the results, and Esau’s response in God’s hands.  But for Jacob’s part, as far as it depended on him, he 
worked towards peace (Romans 12:18)
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Genesis 32:22-32 - Jacob Wrestles With “God”, Name Changed

We just read what is not only a remarkable moment, but also an historic one.  Jacob has done all that he can according 
to his efforts to make peace with Esau and now “the LORD” steps in to teach Jacob the lesson that will change the 
trajectory of his entire life. Jacob heads to bed with a heart troubled by the unknown events of the next day when he 
will likely meet his brother face to face.  

A some point of the night a “man” meets him and “wrestled with him until day break (v. 24)”.  We learn elsewhere in 
Scripture that this “man” was actually an angel (Hosea 12:4).  After an all night wrestling match, the angel has yet 
to win this bout!  The angel then dislocated Jacob’s hip socket (a critical piece of hardware in any physical challenge) 
and they continue to wrestle!  As morning comes, the angel has had enough and wants to leave - relentless Jacob 
refuses to let him go without first receiving a blessing!

What a wild story!  First off, if you have ever wrestled or watched competitive wrestling of any kind, you can quickly 
recognize how physically demanding it is.  Most high school wrestling matches last 2-3 minutes per round and the kids 
are exhausted at the end of the time.  Jacob is wrestling all night!  And with a busted hip!  And his opponent is an 
angel!  And he’s winning the match most of the time!

How is this possible?!  Well it’s not possible...unless God is helping Jacob prevail.  And because God was helping Jacob in 
his wrestling, Jacob is able to overcome.  And so, Jacob literally and experientially is learning that there are 
impossible things before him that he cannot, that he will not overcome on his own strength.  But with God helping him, he 
can prevail.  And so in this very moment, the LORD changes Jacob’s name to “Israel” which means “he who strives with 
God” implying that with God, he would prevail.  And from here on out, God’s special love and favor would be on Jacob’s 
children, now called the children of Israel. 

At the very introduction of this name, Israel, God’s people for all time would be pointed back to this story which their 
forefather experienced for them.  They would, we would, have obstacles in this life that we cannot overcome, but if we 
strive with God’s help, we can prevail.  Without it, we are fearful, tired, weak, hip-out-of-joint, kind of people trying 
to wrestle angels all night.  But with the God of Israel, all things are possible.

And with that, the sun begins to rise upon the new day and the next wrestling that the man formerly known as Jacob 
would have to face: his brother Esau.

Genesis 33:1-11 - Jacob Meets Esau

Jacob looks up and sees Esau.  He puts his wife and children safely behind him and walks out to meet him.  He bows before 
his brother seven times.  How does Esau respond?  By running to Jacob, embracing him, threw his arms around his neck and 
kissed him.  The reunited brothers begin to weep together.  This is not exactly the expected response.

Esau then with joy and excitement wants to meet Jacob’s wives and children.  He doesn’t understand why Jacob sent all 
the gifts - we’re brothers, we’re family and we’re together again! You shouldn't be giving me gifts, we should be 
celebrating together!  Yet Jacob insists Esau take these gifts - he is filled with gratitude (and relief) and wants to 
honor his brother.  What a turn of events.
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Apparently the God who can empower you to win against an angel in an all night wrestling match can also work in the 
heart of a man.  Rather than Esau and his 400 men marching towards Jacob to destroy him, Esau runs towards Jacob and 
embraces him.  With God, Jacob prevails indeed.

Genesis 33:12-20

Esau is so excited to be reunited that he assumes the two brothers and their companies will just be together forever!  
“Come with me back home, I’ll lead the way!” Esau says.  Jacob seems hesitant and decides to go at a slower pace because 
of the women and children he is traveling with.  Esau even offers to leave some of his men with Jacob to protect them 
along the journey.  Esau is gracious and eager and thankful.  Jacob is relieved, but still processing all that has just 
occured.  Esau will head back to his home in Seir and Jacob will move slower and rest in Succoth.

Jacob travels a bit farther and stops in Shechem, a city that was special and significant to Abraham (Genesis 12:6).  
Shechem was the first place Abraham stopped when he first arrived in the land of Canaan decades before.  Now his 
grandson will buy his first plot of soil in the land that God had promised to give to Abraham and his descendants.  And 
Jacob concludes this time by building (possibly rebuilding) an altar to the LORD there.  This is the first time Jacob has 
built an altar.  He names it after the new name the LORD has given him.  The grandson of Abraham is back home in the 
promised land and has resumed the worship of the God of Abraham and Isaac in this place.

From here on out we could do well to remember what the name “Israel” means.  And it would be wise for us to remember the lesson 
that Jacob learns as he is renamed “Israel”.  God teaches Jacob that being called by God does not remove trials from your life.  
Being “blessed” by God doesn’t mean you will never wrestle.  But the lesson of Jacob → Israel is that with God, you can 
overcome the trials and prevail in the wrestlings, as God empowers you to do so.  On our own we are helpless, with God we are 
more than conquerors.  So when we meet trials along our road, do we follow Jacob’s example and run to God for help?  If and 
when we do, trusting in God’s promises to us, we will find the strength and be led on the path that God directs, which in the end 
leads to us knowing and experiencing Him.
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