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Genesis 32 and 33 
September 24, 2021 

 
1) Genesis 32:1-21 – Jacob Prepares to Meet Esau 

 
a) Verses 1-2 provide the transition to the long-delayed meeting of the two 

brothers after 20 years of separation. Many commentators view chapters 28-
31 containing the Laban stories as a later intrusion into the text interrupting 
the Jacob-Esau drama. The angels appear as bodyguards protecting Jacob on 
his journey. They are a way of announcing that God is at work here.  
 

b) Throughout verses 3-21 the reader is unaware of Esau’s attitude having been 
terribly wronged by his brother and having several years nurse that anger. 
Jacob is justifiably anxious and carefully orchestrates the meeting of the two 
brothers. In verses 3-5 we are told that messengers are sent to Esau 
announcing “his servant” Jacob is coming and emphasizing Jacob’s wealth. 
When the messengers return in verse 6, Jacob is told that Esau will be 
meeting him with a militia of 400 men. 
 

c)  In response to that ominous word, Jacob divides his entourage into two 
groups according to verses 7-8. This is done to provide a quick escape for 
one of the groups if the other is decimated in battle with Esau. Jacob does 
not regard the anger of Esau as unwarranted. As Walter Brueggemann notes, 
“The careful preparation of Jacob is no doubt a measure of his fear… This is 
a dangerous and ominous meeting … Every step must be measured, for any 
miscalculated move could be fatal. 
 

d)  In verses 9-12 we are given the longest prayer in the book of Genesis. The 
prayer has four parts: 
 
i) In verse 9 Jacob addresses God as the God of Abraham and Isaac and the 

same God who made promises to him. Now, Jacob intends for God to 
carry through on those promises. Jacob presents his journey as a 
homecoming for three generations. Brueggemann writes, “The family of 
Abraham now finally comes to its own country.” This homecoming is 
God’s idea, and it foreshadows the momentous homecoming of Israel at 
the end of its Babylonian exile as told in Isaiah 40:1-11. 
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ii) In verse 10 Jacob recognizes how unqualified he is to receive God’s 

goodness. By identifying himself as “the least” Jacob identifies himself 
with the biblical theme that God casts his lot with the small, the weak, 
and the sinners. Jacob pleads for God’s “steadfast love and faithfulness” 
that protected him in the past. This is Israel’s most often used 
characterization of God. 

 
iii) In verse 11 Jacob now presents his petition to the Lord asking that God 

deliver him “from the hand of Esau, for I am afraid of him; he may kill us 
all.” Jacob is scared and pleads for deliverance. 

 
iv) In verse 12 Jacob brings his prayer to a close by reminding God of his 

promises that you will do good for me and make my offspring as 
numerous “as the sand of the sea.”  The prayer is not immediately 
answered, and Jacob returns to his own plans for meeting his brother.  

 
e) In verses 13-21 Jacob makes camp for the night after organizing his next 

day’s march. He plans his entrance so that Esau will first see Jacob’s wealth 
of livestock, which he will present as a gift to his brother. It is an impressive 
parade that Jacob organizes as described in verses 14 and 15. Jacob instructs 
his servants to tell Esau this entire flock of animals – goats, sheep, camels, 
cows, and donkeys – they are all a present to you from your brother Jacob. 
 

f) We are told in verse 20 that this entire show is to appease Esau so that Jacob 
shall “see the face” of Esau and be accepted. The Hebrew term for “face” is 
used five times in verses 20 and 21. Brueggemann explains, “the term is 
used as a posture of servility by one unworthy to look upon the face of the 
other. Jacob hopes that the stronger party will pardon and accept, that is, lift 
his face to recognition and well-being.” Jacob has done everything he can to 
appear as a self-abasing servant seeking to appease his brother’s anger. 
 

2) Genesis 32:22-32 – Jacob Wrestled with “A Man” 
 
a) Jacob has been preparing for one crucial meeting with his brother, but now 

we find that he will have another consequential encounter. Brueggemann 
writes that Jacob’s meeting with the stranger in the night in verses 22-32 “is 
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perhaps the most extensively interpreted text in the patriarchal materials… It 
is an ominous encounter with an unnamed opponent possessing divine 
qualities.” 
 

b) The identity of the man in verse 24 is unclear. There are fascinating 
possibilities suggested by different commentators. Some see it as a 
Canaanite demon. Others see it as a dreamlike representation for Esau. Some 
describe it as an angel or a divine messenger. Others see it as a struggle 
between self-assured Jacob and his better angel. It is important that the 
adversary is not explicitly identified. We do not know the name or the face 
of the antagonist. 
 

c) Walter Brueggemann concludes, “It is most plausible that in the present 
form, the hidden one is Yahweh. On the way to his brother whom he wants 
to appease, Jacob must deal with his God to whom he has made 
intercession.” But if the nighttime wrestler was really God, then why did the 
match last so long? If the nighttime wrestler was God, then how does Jacob 
survive? Did God throw the match? The reader must admit, Jacob is an 
amazing man! This is one amazing story! 
 

d) Even though it lasted all night the wrestling match is only briefly described 
in verses 24 and 25. We are not told of any chokeholds or body slams. Jacob 
may be frightened of both Esau and God, but in the midnight fight he holds 
his own; it comes out close to a draw. Importantly, the strange man does 
have the power to cripple Jacob. When encountering a divine presence, we 
always come away limping, recognizing our weakness, sinfulness, and 
stupidity. 
 

e) Let me offer here my own interpretation of this midnight fight. Whether it is 
God, a messenger, or an angel, I think the story tells us something important 
about Jacob and all of us as well. We think we live a life of independence 
where we are in control. Jacob certainly prepared for his meeting with Esau 
as if he could control its outcome. Now in his wrestling with a divine 
stranger, Jacob comes away limping, as if to say he cannot go on living the 
same way and claim to be in total control. It is as if God is saying to Jacob: 
not so fast; there are limits to your control, power, and knowledge. God is 
leading Jacob through a battle of redemption where he is learning to give 
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over control of his life to God. I realize that’s an evangelical interpretation 
of the story, but I think it’s a story, not only for Jacob, but for all persons 
who seek to find themselves in a true relationship with God. 
 

f) In verses 26-29 we read a remarkable dialogue between two exhausted 
wrestlers that explains more fully what it means to be in relationship with 
God. 
 
i) In the first exchange we read in verse 26 the stranger saying: “Let me go, 

for the day is breaking.” Jacob responds by saying, “I will not let you go 
unless you bless me.” Since chapter 27 we been told that Jacob would do 
anything to get a blessing; he is willing to steal one and he is willing to 
fight for one. But his quest in this instance is for more than his birthright 
or father’s blessing. But for now, his request for a blessing goes 
unanswered. 
 

ii) In the second exchange in verses 27 and 28 the stranger asks what is your 
name, and Jacob responds, “Jacob.” The stranger then responds: “Your 
name shall no more be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with 
God and with men and have prevailed.” Jacob had asked for a blessing 
but what he received was a new name and a new identity. Again, 
Brueggemann sees a crucial theological transition occurring when he 
writes, “There is something new underway here about the weakness of 
God and the strength of Israel… Something of the power of God has 
been entrusted to Israel.” Israel now has new power and he goes to meet 
his brother as a changed man. 

 
iii) The third exchange occurs in verse 29 when Jacob initiates the 

conversation and makes the bold request: “Tell me, I pray, your name.” 
This time the stranger answers by saying, “Why is it that you ask my 
name?” The stranger does not give Jacob a direct answer; to know God’s 
name must wait for Moses in Exodus 33:18-23. However, now comes the 
answer to Jacob’s first question asking for a blessing. The dialogue ends 
with the affirmation: “then he blessed him.” As soon as that happens the 
stranger departs. Brueggemann states the conclusion of the dialogue 
concisely: “When daylight comes, the stranger is gone. And so was 
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Jacob. There remains only Israel, who had not had a good sleep that 
night. Now there is Israel, blessed and named.” 

 
g) Verses 30-32 tell us Jacob’s understanding of what had happened during the 

night. The reference to the derivation of the place name and the ritual of not 
eating the thigh muscle are unimportant. What is important is that Jacob is 
now a changed person. First, he has a new name – Israel. Second, Jacob has 
a new limp, which is no minor injury. He was wounded while wrestling with 
God. A new name and a woundedness, these are the marks of God’s people. 
Israel is a cripple with a blessing, not unlike Isaiah’s suffering servant or 
Henri Nouwen’s wounded healer. This theology of weakness in power and 
power in weakness turns this entire text toward the gospel of the cross. Jacob 
entered a new life, but he did so with a limp. Divine glory is always 
accompanied by sacrificial service. 
 

3) Genesis 33:1-17 – Jacob Meets with Esau 
 
a) In verses 1-3 Jacob prepares for his meeting with Esau by arranging his line 

of march according to the status of his concubines, wives, and children. 
Rachel and Joseph occupy the place of honor. Jacob leads the procession 
making repeated gestures of humility and servanthood, “bowing himself to 
the ground seven times, until he came near his brother.” 
 

b) The climax of the drama is reached in verse 4 when we see that Esau’s 
expected wrath never materializes. Instead, “Esau ran to meet him, and 
embraced him, and fell on his neck and kissed him.” Sibley Towner 
describes the meeting in this fashion: “Esau… proves to be a mensch! 
Whatever hatred he may have harbored toward his twin brother has 
dissipated, and Esau bestows on Jacob the now familiar hugs, kisses, and 
tears of familial bonding.” All the anxiety and fear dissolve in a hug. 
 

c) In verses 5-11, having heard nothing from his brother in 20 years, Esau 
becomes acquainted with the family of Jacob by asking, “Who are these 
people?” Jacob then describes his entourage beginning with the maid 
servants with their children, proceeding to Leah and her children, and finally 
to Rachel and Joseph. Then looking at the numerous flocks of animals 
accompany him Jacob offers them all to Esau as a gift. Esau responds by 
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saying, I have enough, you can keep all that you have brought to me. 
However, Jacob insisted by saying, “Please accept my gift that is brought to 
you, because God has dealt graciously with me.” So, Esau received Jacob’s 
bounteous offering. Jacob’s great relief in finding his brother gracious, 
friendly, and loving leads him to exclaim that seeing Esau’s face after all 
these years is like seeing “the face of God.” 
 

d) In verse 12 Esau offers to go with Jacob as he continues his trip westward, 
but in verse 13 Jacob turns down the offer by insisting that he must travel 
very slowly because of the tired children and the many young animals in his 
flocks. Jacob encourages Esau to go on ahead of him promising that he will 
follow at a slower pace until he arrives in Esau’s home country of Edom 
where the city of Seir is located. 
 

e) In verses 15-17 we learn that Jacob does not follow Esau but journeys 
elsewhere going to Sukkoth where he stays temporarily. Though the narrator 
does not question Jacob reneging on his promise to follow Esau, one must 
wonder whether this is one more lie that Jacob has told his brother. 
 

4) Genesis 33:18-20 – Jacob Settles in Canaan 
 
a) Jacob journeys to the city of Shechem, which is on the west side of the 

Jordan River in Canaan. Importantly, Shechem is where Abraham camped 
when he first came to Canaan, it was in Shechem where God first promised 
the land of Canaan to Abraham, and it was in Shechem where Abraham built 
an altar and worshiped the Lord. 
 

b) Following the pattern of Abraham Jacob also builds an altar to the Lord as if 
to reassert the claim that God promised the land of Canaan to Abraham and 
his descendants. Remembering the animosity that later develops between the 
Israelites and the Canaanites, the reassurance of God’s promise of the land to 
the Israelites is important. To really drive home the derision with which the 
Canaanites were treated by the time these words are written, the Canaanite 
leader of Shechem is identified as Hamor, a term meaning “ass.” The 
authors of these verses use every opportunity to tell the story of Jacob in a 
way that fits the tensions of their own day. 
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Questions for Reflection 

 
1.What do you think is the identity of “a man” who wrestles with Jacob? Was it 
God, an angel, Esau, Jacob himself, a demon, or some other character? 

 
2.Regardless of the identity of the stranger, what does the outcome of the match 
signify that it lasted all night and that it was almost a draw?  

 
3.What does it mean that Jacob was left with a limp following the wrestling match? 
Do you agree with Walter Brueggemann that God’s blessing of Israel is always 
accompanied by suffering service? 

 
4.What do you think changes the attitude of Esau from murdering vengeance to a 
kindly welcome of his brother? Was it simply the passing of time? Was it Jacob’s 
demonstration of wealth and well-being?  

 
5.At the end of the story Esau is pictured as a prosperous and kind individual. Was 
God working in the life of Esau as well as Jacob all this time? 

 
 

 


