
Rev. Dr. Anne Bain Epling 
First Presbyterian Church 
July 26, 2026 
Genesis 32:22-31 

Faithful God, you meet us in places we do not expect—in the darkness, in our 
questions, in our fears, and in the struggles we would rather avoid. As we hear 
the story of Jacob wrestling through the night, give us ears to hear your voice 
and hearts willing to hold fast to you. And remind us that even before we reach 
for you, you are already holding on to us. Through Christ our Lord. Amen. 

“Finding God in Unexpected Places: On the Wrestling Mat” 

I have a cat whose name is Blaze. I also have a dog named Lucy. Blaze and 
Lucy are in cahoots with one another; they are besties, BFFs. They love to 
spend their summers on my 3-season porch, sleeping in the sun. But they can 
also open the porch doors all on their own. Lucy jumps up to open the sliding 
glass door, and then uses her nose to open the screen door. And before you 
know it, both of them are outside. Blaze, who is technically an indoor cat, 
loves going outside. And Lucy is happy to accommodate him. (Because -- 
they’re in cahoots!) 

Normally, Blaze doesn’t go far. But lately, he’s been roaming to the very back 
of the backyard, where it’s weedy and hard to reach a stray cat. Luckily for us, 
Blaze wears an Apple air tag, so we can find him when he’s loose.  The app on 
my phone can tell me how many feet away he is (or that he is “far”), and it can 
play a sound on his collar, but only if he’s in reach. The sound is usually very 
handy. Except when it’s dark, which happened to us just the other night. 

Blaze got out, and no one realized it until we were getting ready for bed. So off 
we (Terry, Charlotte and I went) to the backyard, traipsing through the weeds 
and honeysuckle bushes as best we could. But the “find my” app doesn’t work 
well in the dark, and even with the sound playing on his air collar (beep beep 
beep), it’s hard to locate where he is. And because we’ve always had dogs and 
not cats, we still treat Blaze like a dog and call out to him “Blaze, Blaze, come 



here” and expect him to come when we call! Spoiler alert, cats do not come 
when called. But then again, neither does my dog! But that’s another sermon 
for another day! 

Back to Blaze, there we were, in the pitch dark, trying to find him with my Find 
My app gently reminding me “I need Light” to work. Thanks! 

It goes without saying that in the dark we cannot see clearly or at all! When we 
meet up with Jacob today, he is in the dark, literally, figuratively, and 
theologically! 

So, what has transpired since last week, when he was on the run from his 
brother Esau after stealing his birthright? Well, a lot actually. Twenty years 
have transpired since then and now, and in those 20 years Jacob moved in 
with his Uncle Laban, and worked for him in exchange for his daughter 
Rachel’s hand in marriage. But Laban tricked Jacob into bedding (that’s the 
polite word I’ll use) his daughter Leah instead. Because Leah is the oldest and 
should marry first, according to Laban. So, Jacob married Leah, but continued 
to work for Rachel’s hand, because he loved Rachel. During that time Jacob 
also stole his Uncle Laban’s sheep in what can best be described as a Biblical 
Ponzi scheme. This made Jacob very rich. By the time he left Laban, he was 
very wealthy, had 2 wives and 2 maids, and 11 children. Before it’s all over, 
he’ll have 12 sons who will become the 12 tribes of Israel. One of them will be 
Judah, who is a great, great (great great) grandfather of David, through whom 
we trace Jesus’ lineage. And one of them is Joseph, famous for his coat of 
many colors, who we’ll meet next week.  

But today, Jacob is on the run once again. Laban’s sons discover he’s been 
stealing from their father, and boy are they mad. So, he gets out of there stat! 
But good old Esau is also still out there, seeking his revenge after all these 
years. And he’s come prepared for battle with 400 men! This terrifies Jacob. 
So, he divides his camp into two, and sends one group ahead of the second. 
Figuring that if Esau attacks the first group, he’ll still have the second group to 
protect him. He also sets aside a gift for his brother Esau: 14 two hundred 
female goats and twenty male goats, two hundred ewes and twenty 



rams, 15 thirty nursing camels with their young, forty cows and ten bulls, and 
twenty female donkeys and ten male donkeys.” I’m not sure any of that makes 
up for a stolen birthright, but it makes for a good scene and story. 

This is when we meet Jacob today. He’s hiding at the ford of the Jabbok, where 
he’s exposed and vulnerable and alone, because he has sent everyone and 
everything else ahead of him to meet his angry brother. There’s no place for 
Jacob to escape. This is when a mysterious man (the Hebrew word here is  
“ish”) appears out of nowhere. At first, we don’t know who this ish is and 
neither does Jacob. Theories abound. Some say it’s Esau, sneaking up for a 
rematch of their wrestling match in the womb. Traditional Jewish 
commentators suggest Jecob wrestles with an angel, since angels appear in 
human form. The Talmud suggests that this ish may have been Jacob’s 
guardian angel. Still others say Jacob wrestled with himself, and his guilty 
conscience.  

Whoever it is, I think it’s fair to say it’s Jacob’s antagonist. And indeed, the 
Greek word for wrestling match is agon from which we get our words Agony 
(meaning great struggle), and antagonist. Whoever it is, Jacob doesn’t know 
who he’s wrestling all night. Remember, Jacob doesn’t know the end of the 
story. In the dark, Jacob doesn’t know who he’s wrestling. We know, because 
we know the end of the story. But all Jacob knew is that someone had him in a 
death grip.   

And here’s where Jacob’s story and our story intersect. It would have been 
nice for the narrator to divulge early on who Jacob is wrestling. But maybe the 
mystery is the point. I don’t need to convince you that life gets complicated. 
We already know that.  And I’ve shared with you before that, for me, faith does 
not equal certainty. Some people think, “I’ll come to faith once I understand 
and know it all.”, but here we see that Jacob doesn’t know who his opponent is 
nor does he have all the facts. But he holds to the ish despite the 
misunderstanding. His recognition that it is God comes later. Our friend 
Michael Lindvall, in his fine book “Geography of God”, reminds us that no one 
comes to faith because they have all the facts nailed down. They come to faith 



because they’re willing to start the journey. And it’s by entering the journey 
that you come to have faith. Anselm called this “faith seeking understanding.”  

We spend so much of our lives trying to get a grip—on our finances, our 
children, our health, our future. Jacob discovers that faith is something 
different. Barabara Brown Taylor says: faith has a lot more to do with hanging 
on than with being sure. 

Faith is not getting a grip on life. Faith is refusing to lose your grip on God. 

Not because you know who you're wrestling. 

Not because you understand why this is happening. 

Not because morning has come. 

But because somewhere in the darkness, before Jacob ever knew God's 
name, he decided one thing: 

"I will not let you go unless you bless me." 

The good news is that Jacob's grip is never the whole story. The deeper truth is 
that while Jacob is clinging to God, God is also holding on to Jacob. The God 
who wrestles is also the God who refuses to let Jacob go. And if that is true for 
Jacob, then it is true for us. There may come a day when our grip weakens—
through illness, grief, dementia, or simply exhaustion. But even then, our hope 
does not rest on how tightly we hold on to God. Our hope rests in how 
faithfully God holds on to us. 

We are not ultimately saved by the strength of our faith, but by the faithfulness 
of God. Jacob's tenacity matters—but God's covenant faithfulness matters 
even more. So let me say it again: faith is not certainty. Faith is refusing to let 
go.  

When I was looking for the cat, I couldn’t see. I wasn’t sure what I was 
reaching for. 

Life is like that sometimes. 



Jacob couldn’t see either. He didn’t know who he was wrestling. He didn’t 
know if morning would come. He didn’t know if Esau would forgive him. He 
didn’t know if he would survive. All he knew was this: 

“I will not let you go unless you bless me.” 

Maybe that’s enough. Maybe faith is simply refusing to let go until morning. 
And when morning comes, we discover what Jacob discovered: not that our 
grip was so strong . . . 

But that the God we were clinging to had been holding us all along. 

And so, the wrestling match ends with Jacob limping down the road to meet 
his brother Esau. But this time, instead of fleeing and conniving and hatching 
another grand scheme to get his way, he faced up to his situation. He took his 
place at the front of the pack. My guess is he was still scared out of his wits 
that Esau was going to kill him. But in the back of his mind, he knew God was 
with him. His limp wouldn’t let him forget it. 

And so it is that God, the Blessed Intruder, comes into our lives, in your lives 
and mine, in its extremes, at the edges, at birth and death, but also in the 
everyday, the common, the betrayals and disappointments, but also in the joy, 
and the occasions of deep gladness. God comes into times of betrayal and 
separation, but also reconciliation and reunion. At all of these times God will 
not, does not, let us go. 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 

Gracious God, we thank you that you do not wait for us only in moments of 
certainty, but meet us in the long nights of wrestling. When we are afraid, help 
us cling to your promises. When our strength fails, remind us that your 
strength does not. Give us courage to face what lies before us, trusting that 
the God who wrestled with Jacob walks beside us still, blessing us, changing 
us, and never letting us go. Send us into this week confident not in the 
strength of our faith, but in the faithfulness of your love; through Jesus Christ 
our Lord. Amen. 


