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That night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two maid​servants and his eleven sons and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 
After he had sent them across the stream, he sent over all his possessions. 
So Jacob was left alone, and a Man wrestled with him till daybreak. 
When the Man saw that He could not overpower him, He touched the socket of Jacob’s hip so that his hip was wrenched as he wrestled with the Man. 
Then the Man said, “Let Me go, for it is daybreak.”


But Jacob replied, “I will not let You go unless You bless me.”



The Man asked him, “What is your name?”


“Jacob,” he answered.



Then the Man said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome.”



Jacob said, “Please tell me Your name.”


But He replied, “Why do you ask My name?” Then He blessed him there.



So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, “It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared.”



The sun rose above him as he passed Peniel, and he was limping because of his hip.


There is a story about three lawyers who decided to join together to form a law firm: Mr. Dewey, Mr. Howe, and Mr. Cheatam form the law firm of Dewey, Cheatam, and Howe, with the motto, “Do we cheat ‘em, and how!”  My point is that there are some people and organizations that could benefit from a name change.  Here are some examples of people I found who could benefit from a name change: Gaston J. Feeblebunny, Newton Hooton, Orange Marmalade Lemon, Constant Agony, Gretel von Garlic, Henry Ford Carr, Herman Sherman Berman, Iva Odor, and Major Quaintance.


You may never have thought about changing your name, or maybe you have.  Most people like their name a lot, even if it has twelve letters and is impossible to get somebody else to spell it correctly.  Jacob probably also liked his name.  He got his name at birth, as most people do, but he got his name because of the way he was born.  You remember that he was a twin; here’s the account of his birth:

When the time came for her [Rebekah, Isaac’s wife] to give birth, there were twin boys in her womb. The first to come out was red, and his whole body was like a hairy garment; so they named him Esau. After this, his brother came out, with his hand grasping Esau’s heel; so he was named Jacob. Gn25v24-26.
°Ñ_A footnote says, “Jacob means ‘he grasps the heel,’” and then adds the explanation, “figuratively, ‘he deceives.’”  Basically, Jacob’s name was equivalent to Cheatam.  Wouldn’t you like to have a name like that?


So God came and changed Jacob’s name to Israel, with the expla​na​tion, “because you have struggled with God and with men and have over​come.”  Israel means he struggled with God.  Jacob spent the night wres​tling with a man, and we still speak of wrestling with God in prayer.  The man he wrestled with was unusual; “He touched the socket of Jacob’s hip so that his hip was wrenched as he wrestled with the Man.”  Maybe he’s talking about some kind of karate move, but it sounds much more like he is describing a miracle.  Jacob then asks the Man for a blessing, because he is convinced that he is wrestling with at least an angel if not God Him​self.  After the wrestling match is over, Jacob named the place Peniel and explained, “It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared.”  Peniel means “face of God.”


It is natural to wonder why this strange incident happened at just this point in Jacob’s life.  Jacob was returning home.  He had been away from home for twenty years.  In all those years, he hadn’t seen his parents, he hadn’t seen his brother, Esau.  He had been up north, staying near his uncle Laban.  There he had married his uncle’s daughters and produced a large family of children.  He had also become wealthy in flocks and herds.  Now it was time to return home.


But he was fearful of what he would find there.  You see, there was a very good reason he had been gone twenty years.  Esau had threatened to kill him twenty years earlier.  Was Esau still nursing a grudge from the time twenty years earlier when Jacob had stolen Esau’s birthright?  They were twins, but Esau was born first.  That meant that as the firstborn son, Esau would receive a double inheritance; he would receive two-thirds of all their parents had, while Jacob would receive one-third.  But Jacob stole that birthright from Esau, which led to Esau’s promise, “The days of mourning for my father are near; then I will kill my brother Jacob.” Gn27v41.

That was why Jacob had fled north twenty years ago.  Now he was returning home, and wondering if Esau still had that grudge.  Jacob sent messengers on ahead to tell Esau that he was returning.  The messengers returned and reported, “We went to your brother Esau, and now he is coming to meet you, and four hundred men are with him.” Gn32v6.  What other conclusion could Jacob reach than that Esau was coming to kill him?  Jacob prayed,

O God of my father Abraham, God of my father Isaac, O Lord, who said to me, “Go back to your country and your relatives, and I will make you prosper,” I am unworthy of all the kind​ness and faithfulness You have shown Your servant. I had only my staff when I crossed this Jordan, but now I have become two groups. Save me, I pray, from the hand of my brother Esau, for I am afraid he will come and attack me, and also the mothers with their children. But You have said, “I will surely make you prosper and will make your descendants like the sand of the sea, which cannot be counted.” Gn32v9-12.
°Ñ_
And then Jacob sent gifts to Esau.  He sent “two hundred female goats and twenty male goats, two hundred ewes and twenty rams, thirty female camels with their young, forty cows and ten bulls, and twenty female donkeys and ten male donkeys.” Gn32v14,15.  I count 580 animals that Jacob sent to Esau.  I think Jacob was telling Esau that he wasn’t at all concerned about getting the inheritance, since the Lord had blessed him so much up north.  All his cheating years earlier to get the inheritance had the result that he didn’t enjoy his parent’s home for twenty years, and he wasn’t at all concerned about the inheritance whenever it did come.


What happened when Esau and Jacob met again after all those years?  No blood was shed.  “Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him; he threw his arms around his neck and kissed him. And they wept.” Gn33v4.  Grudges were forgotten, or at least set aside.  They met as friends.  They talked as friends.  Esau was compelled to accept the gift of animals that Jacob had sent.  And then they parted company.  The only time we’re told they were together again was for their father’s funeral.  Jacob Cheatam and Esau Red still didn’t want to have much to do with each other.


God gave Jacob a new name, and it was a better name than his parents had given him.  Afterwards he is known by both names, both as Jacob and as Israel.  His name Israel was given to the entire nation that came from his twelve sons.  Because of him they were called the Israelites, the children of Israel.


Often in the Bible names are descriptive, so that the name tells what the person is like.  Once, before he became king, David met a man named Nabal.  The name Nabal means fool.  And he was a fool.  Nabal’s wife, Abigail, later told David about her husband, “He is just like his name—his name is Fool, and folly goes with him.” 1Sm25v25.  So while Jacob’s name was Jacob, he was often a deceiver, a cheat, even a Cheatam.  But when his name was changed to Israel, his nature also changed.


God certainly used this crisis in Jacob’s life to change him for the bet​ter.  For twenty years, guilt over what he had done had been gnawing away at Jacob.  Finally he had to face up to his fears and face his brother Esau again.  Things went well, perhaps because Jacob had changed so much.  Because of his fears, he had turned to the Lord in prayer.  Because of his fears, he realized that his wives and children were more important to him than his own life, and so he made arrangements for their safety.  Because of his fears, he lost his covetousness and sent a huge gift to his brother.  Because of his fears, he dealt more honestly in the future.


Jacob asked the Man he was wrestling with for a blessing, and eventually received that blessing.  In his earlier prayer, he had asked for God’s help with meeting his brother.  “Save me from the hand of my bro​ther Esau,” he prayed.  He did not pray that because he deserved that from God.  Rather, he prayed, “I am unworthy of all the kindness and faith​fulness You have shown Your servant.”  Rather, he asked for God’s pro​tection because of God’s promises to him, specifically because of God’s promise about his one special Descendant, the Lord Jesus.


God has also changed our names.  We still keep the name we were given at birth, but we have an added new name to take with us.  He gave us a new name at baptism.  He called us, “child of God.”  It is for that reason that we can turn to God in prayer and say, “Our Father.”


That new name also changes us, or at least it should.  It should free us from greed and other grudges, because we already have tremendous wealth in our Father’s house.  We have full forgiveness for all our sins, something we could get nowhere else.  We have the certainty of eternal life with Him because our Lord Jesus rose from His grave.  We have what the psalmist talked about, “You will fill me with joy in Your presence, with eternal pleasures at Your right hand.” Ps16v11.  Amen.
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