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Introduction

Genesis 32

1  Jacob went on his way and the angels of God met him; 2 and when Jacob saw them he said, "This is God's 

army!" So he called the name of that place Mahanaim. 3  And Jacob sent messengers before him to Esau his 

brother in the land of Seir, the country of Edom, 4 instructing them, "Thus you shall say to my lord Esau: Thus 

says your servant Jacob, 'I have sojourned with Laban, and stayed until now; 5 and I have oxen, asses, flocks,

God does not need to be visible or audible to be present and active.  In the twenty years Jacob spent living in 

Haran, it is not once recorded that God spoke to Jacob or appeared to him until it was time for him to return home.  

Yet as he set out for Haran, at Bethel, God had promised to be with Jacob and watch over him.  For Jacob to live in 

light of God's promise, with no physical evidence of His presence, and with circumstances stacked against him, 

required faith.  It was a time of growth for Jacob, which God used to mold him through circumstances and trials 

into the man who would father and indeed embody the nation of Israel.  As Jacob clashed against Laban and his 

sons, and Rachel and Leah struggled for love and children, the resolutions that emerged show that God is in control 

and working out His purposes.  It is God who brought Jacob and Rachel together; who opened and closed wombs; 

who made Jacob prosper; who blessed and protected.  Through all of this, God's hand was working.  He is truly 

with Jacob, doing what He promised, even though He can't be seen.

That chapter of Jacob's life closed with a truce of sorts with Laban, but that does not mean his troubles are over.  

He must have been anxious about the reception he'd receive at the other end.  Had Esau's anger cooled?  Will he 

need to fight for his life and position in the family?

Jacob, we have seen, is still 'Jacob,' the deceiver, the supplanter.  He still tries to advance himself and attain 

blessing by his own power and wiles.  He still knows God as his father's God.  But he made a pact and a promise at 

Bethel, and he recognizes that God has kept His part of the bargain.  Now it is time for him to return to Bethel and 

keep his.  It's time for God to become Jacob's personal God, and for Jacob to move home and repossess the 

Promised Land.

Whereas Abraham's journey was one of direct tests requiring faith and obedience, Jacob's has been a life-long 

struggle against circumstance.  As he leaves Haran for Canaan he will be faced with a new and formidable 

challenger:  God Himself.  Pay careful attention when you read about this confrontation.  It marks a turning point 

in Jacob's journey.  You should be wondering:  Why would God wrestle Jacob and put out his hip?  What kind of 

test is it, and what does it reveal about Jacob?

Read Genesis 32 all the way through at least once, then answer the questions on the text that follow.  You will 

want to have at hand a copy of the Catechism of the Catholic Church to use a reference.
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Genesis 32 (cont.)

menservants, and maidservants; and I have sent to tell my lord, in order that I may find favor in your sight.'" 6  

And the messengers returned to Jacob, saying, "We came to your brother Esau, and he is coming to meet you, 

and four hundred men with him." 7 Then Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed; and he divided the people 

that were with him, and the flocks and herds and camels, into two companies, 8 thinking, "If Esau comes to 

the one company and destroys it, then the company which is left will escape." 9  And Jacob said, "O God of 

my father Abraham and God of my father Isaac, O LORD who didst say to me, 'Return to your country and to 

your kindred, and I will do you good,' 10 I am not worthy of the least of all the steadfast love and all the 

faithfulness which thou hast shown to thy servant, for with only my staff I crossed this Jordan; and now I have 

become two companies. 11 Deliver me, I pray thee, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau, for I 

fear him, lest he come and slay us all, the mothers with the children. 12 But thou didst say, 'I will do you good, 

and make your descendants as the sand of the sea, which cannot be numbered for multitude.'" 13  So he 

lodged there that night, and took from what he had with him a present for his brother Esau, 14 two hundred 

she-goats and twenty he-goats, two hundred ewes and twenty rams, 15 thirty milch camels and their colts, 

forty cows and ten bulls, twenty she-asses and ten he-asses. 16 These he delivered into the hand of his 

servants, every drove by itself, and said to his servants, "Pass on before me, and put a space between drove 

and drove." 17 He instructed the foremost, "When Esau my brother meets you, and asks you, 'To whom do 

you belong? Where are you going? And whose are these before you?' 18 then you shall say, 'They belong to 

your servant Jacob; they are a present sent to my lord Esau; and moreover he is behind us.'" 19 He likewise 

instructed the second and the third and all who followed the droves, "You shall say the same thing to Esau 

when you meet him, 20 and you shall say, 'Moreover your servant Jacob is behind us.'" For he thought, "I may 

appease him with the present that goes before me, and afterwards I shall see his face; perhaps he will accept 

me." 21 So the present passed on before him; and he himself lodged that night in the camp. 22  The same night 

he arose and took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23 

He took them and sent them across the stream, and likewise everything that he had. 24 And Jacob was left 

alone; and a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the day. 25 When the man saw that he did not prevail 

against Jacob, he touched the hollow of his thigh; and Jacob's thigh was put out of joint as he wrestled with 

him. 26 Then he said, "Let me go, for the day is breaking." But Jacob said, "I will not let you go, unless you 

bless me." 27 And he said to him, "What is your name?" And he said, "Jacob." 28 Then he said, "Your name 

shall no more be called Jacob, but Israel,  for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed." 

29 Then Jacob asked him, "Tell me, I pray, your name." But he said, "Why is it that you ask my name?" And 

there he blessed him. 30 So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel,  saying, "For I have seen God face to 

face, and yet my life is preserved." 31 The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his 

thigh. 32 Therefore to this day the Israelites do not eat the sinew of the hip which is upon the hollow of the 

thigh, because he touched the hollow of Jacob's thigh on the sinew of the hip.
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Questions on the Text

Preparation and Prayer

Read Genesis 32:1-21

1.  Obedient to God's direction, Jacob is returning with his sons to the land of promise after a 20-year absence.  He 

is leaving conflict behind him and may expect more with Esau.  What immediate assurance does he get that God is 

with him (vss. 1-3)?

2.  Think back to the circumstances leading to Jacob's flight from Canaan.  What kind of reception might he expect 

from Esau?

3.  a.  Knowing that God was sending him back to claim the land and his position as heir to the promise, Jacob 

might have ridden proudly home, triumphantly showing off his family and flocks, proof of God's blessing.  What 

does he do instead (vss. 3-5)?

b.  Do you think Jacob acted out of fear or prudence? (Prudence, which is much maligned these days, is one of the 

cardinal virtues.  It has nothing to do with being a prude:  for a good definition, read paragraph 1806 in your 

Catechism.)

4.  However Jacob hoped Esau might receive him, he is clearly distressed by Esau's response.  The last time Esau 

came after him, Jacob fled.  Even though he is afraid, how does Jacob respond this time (vss. 7-21)?

5.  Jacob's prayer in vss. 9-12 is the first recorded since he made his vow at Bethel.  The Catechism says "humility 

is the foundation of prayer" (CCC #2559); how does Jacob show humility in his prayer?

b.  Is there anything about Jacob's prayer that makes you believe it will be answered?  [To see how the Church 

answers the question, "How is our prayer efficacious," read Catechism paragraphs 2738-41.]

6.  Does this sound like the Jacob of Gen. 25-31?  Do you see anything new in his attitude - in his self-estimation 

or his relationship with God?

7.  Read Catechism paragraph 2567.  How do you see this reflected in Jacob's life so far?

A New Name and A Blessing

Read Genesis 32:22-32

8.  Alone again as he was at Bethel, Jacob came face to face with God, who came in the form of a man and 

wrestled him.  Do you think this is how Jacob expected God to respond to his prayer? Why do you think God 

wrestled Jacob and hurt his hip?

9.  What does Jacob want from God (vss. 26-29)?  What does he get?

10.  As we learned in Gen. 17 with Abraham and Sarah, when God gives someone a new name, He marks them in 

a special way as His servant.  This is a significant name change, for the nation that comes from Jacob, God's 

chosen people, will bear his name.  What is the significance of God calling Jacob "Israel?"

11.  What kind of a test was this?  Did Jacob pass?

Read Genesis 33 all the way through at least once, then answer the questions on the text that follow.
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Genesis 33

1  And Jacob lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, Esau was coming, and four hundred men with him. So 

he divided the children among Leah and Rachel and the two maids. 2 And he put the maids with their children 

in front, then Leah with her children, and Rachel and Joseph last of all. 3 He himself went on before them, 

bowing himself to the ground seven times, until he came near to his brother. 4  But Esau ran to meet him, and 

embraced him, and fell on his neck and kissed him, and they wept.  5 And when Esau raised his eyes and saw 

the women and children, he said, "Who are these with you?" Jacob said, "The children whom God has 

graciously given your servant." 6 Then the maids drew near, they and their children, and bowed down; 7 Leah 

likewise and her children drew near and bowed down; and last Joseph and Rachel drew near, and they bowed 

down. 8 Esau said, "What do you mean by all this company which I met?" Jacob answered, "To find favor in 

the sight of my lord." 9 But Esau said, "I have enough, my brother; keep what you have for yourself." 10 

Jacob said, "No, I pray you, if I have found favor in your sight, then accept my present from my hand; for 

truly to see your face is like seeing the face of God, with such favor have you received me. 11 Accept, I pray 

you, my gift that is brought to you, because God has dealt graciously with me, and because I have enough." 

Thus he urged him, and he took it. 12  Then Esau said, "Let us journey on our way, and I will go before you." 

13 But Jacob said to him, "My lord knows that the children are frail, and that the flocks and herds giving suck 

are a care to me; and if they are overdriven for one day, all the flocks will die. 14 Let my lord pass on before 

his servant, and I will lead on slowly, according to the pace of the cattle which are before me and according to 

the pace of the children, until I come to my lord in Seir." 15  So Esau said, "Let me leave with you some of the 

men who are with me." But he said, "What need is there? Let me find favor in the sight of my lord." 16 So 

Esau returned that day on his way to Seir. 17 But Jacob journeyed to Succoth, and built himself a house, and 

made booths for his cattle; therefore the name of the place is called Succoth. 18 And Jacob came safely to the 

city of Shechem, which is in the land of Canaan, on his way from Paddan-aram; and he camped before the 

city. 19 And from the sons of Hamor, Shechem's father, he bought for a hundred pieces of money the piece of 

land on which he had pitched his tent. 20 There he erected an altar and called it El-Elohe-Israel. 

Questions on the Text

Jacob's Return

Read Genesis 33

12.  a.  By bowing seven times before Esau, Jacob was making a gesture of total submission.  Do all his elaborate 

precautions to appease Esau and humble himself before him turn out to have been necessary?  Why or why not?

b.  What might account for the change in Esau?

13.  Read vss. 10-11.  The Hebrew word Jacob uses for "gift" in vs. 11 is the same word Isaac used in Gen. 27:35 

when he told Esau that Jacob had taken his "blessing" (benedictionem).  What additional layer of meaning does 

that give to Jacob's words here?

14.  When Jacob sets up an altar, he calls it El Elohe Israel – "Mighty is the God of Israel."  What is noteworthy 

about this title?

15.  Why was it important for Jacob - or any of us - to know God for himself, and not just rely on the witness of 

Abraham and Isaac?
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Questions for Reflection

One of the best ways to meditate on God's Word is to take it deeply into your life through memorization.  The 

suggested memory verse is always highlighted in the text (see Genesis 32 in this lesson), or you may choose one 

of your own.  For further reflection, consider these:

1.  How well do you know God?  Do you know Him through what He has done for others, or through what He has 

done for you?  What will it take to make Him your God?  Ask for His help if you are not sure.

2.  Is there someone you have hurt, that you fear seeing again?  Like Jacob, have you become estranged from a 

family member?  Consider how Jacob might be an example for reconciliation.  Be prudent in the steps you take, 

and seek the help of God who is able to change our hearts. 
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Opportunities for Additional Study 

Points to Ponder
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At first glance, Jacob's midnight wrestling match seems odd, even surreal.  It is hard to imagine it actually 

happening.  And yet it is a very important watershed in Jacob's life.  What happened that night was as important a 

test of Jacob as sacrificing Isaac was a test of Abraham.  The tests may have been different, but in both cases they 

sealed the man's character and in some way proved him ready for the next stage in God's plan.

When Abraham offered Isaac on Mt. Moriah, he became the example of faith.  He took on His Father's likeness, 

giving an illustration for all of us of what kind of sacrifice would be necessary for our salvation.  And because he 

obeyed, God turned His promise of worldwide blessing into a Covenant oath.  Jacob's test is different - but when 

he wrestles God all night and prevails, he becomes what he has been striving for all his life:  the one who struggles 

not just with man but with God, who persists until he achieves the birthright and the blessing.  And when Jacob is 

re-named Israel, and the nation that comes from him takes on his name, we see that he exemplifies the nature of 

that nation in its ceaseless striving to know God and be blessed.  Having struggled with God, he is ready to return 

to reclaim his position as heir and bearer of God's promise. 

We learned earlier in our study of Abraham (and earlier still, far back in the Garden of Eden) that testing is part 

and parcel of the way God deals with man.  Belief is no more than empty thought if it is not acted upon; it is not 

true faith if left untested, undemonstrated.  It is part of God's loving way with His children that He tests them to 

draw out the kind of self-donating love embodied in the Trinity; to prove their faith; to conform them to Himself.  

In the larger-than-life tests faced by the Patriarchs are images of what is required of those who would say "yes" to 

God and become His children:

Abraham is the essence of faith, the belief that obeys.  His eyes were clearly fixed on God and on His promises, 

rather than on appearances.  His faith is the kind counted as righteousness, the kind necessary to begin the journey 

as well as continue and complete it.

Isaac represents the willing self-sacrifice of faith that all must make to die to self daily and live for Christ instead.

And Jacob in his struggles shows us persistence in prayer and the perseverance that is necessary to live and grow 

in the faith until the end. 
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Catechism Connection
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Excerpted from The Catechism of the Catholic Church:

Gen. 32:24-30:   "God renews his promise to Jacob, the ancestor of the 12 tribes of Israel.  Before confronting his 

elder brother Esau, Jacob wrestles all night with a mysterious figure who refuses to reveal his name, but he blesses 

him before leaving him at dawn.  From this account, the spiritual tradition of the Church has retained the symbol 

of prayer as a battle of faith and as the triumph of perseverance." (2572)

On prayer:  "God calls man first.  Man may forget his Creator or hide far from his face; he may run after idols or 

accuse the deity of having abandoned him; yet the living and true God tirelessly calls each person to that 

mysterious encounter known as prayer.  In prayer, the faithful God's initiative of love always comes first; our own 

first step is always a response.  As God gradually reveals himself and reveals man to himself, prayer appears as a 

reciprocal call, a covenant drama.  Through words and actions, this drama engages the heart.  It unfolds 

throughout the whole history of salvation." (2567)

 "Prayer is both a gift of grace and a determined response on our part.  It always presupposes effort.  The great 

figures of prayer of the Old Covenant before Christ...all teach us this: prayer is a battle.  Against whom? Against 

ourselves and against the wiles of the tempter who does all he can to turn man away from prayer, away from 

union with God." (2725)

On perseverance in faith:  "Faith is an entirely free gift that God makes to man.  We can lose this priceless gift, as 

St. Paul indicated to St. Timothy (I Tim. 1:18-19).... To live, grow, and persevere in the faith until the end we 

must nourish it with the Word of God; we must beg the Lord to increase our faith; it must be 'working through 

charity,' abounding in hope, and rooted in the faith of the Church." (162)



SummarySummarySummary

8

© copyright 2001 Gayle Somers and Sarah Christmyer  •  Distributed by www.catholicexchange.com

Summary

In this lesson, we observed that:
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1.  As Jacob left Laban he was met by God's angelic army, a reminder of God's continued presence, care and 

protection.

2.  Jacob approached Esau after his 20 years' absence in humility rather than with arrogant triumph.  The way 

he prepared to return, taking prudent measures to pacify any hostility and protect his family while praying and 

putting himself in God's hands, shows a new measure of maturity in the headstrong Jacob.

3.  Twenty years in Haran, far from being a wasted "side trip" in Jacob's life, were used by God to mold Jacob 

and give him first-hand knowledge of His faithfulness.

4.  Before returning to Canaan to reclaim his position at home and as heir to the Covenant promise and 

blessing, Jacob must learn that it is God with whom he must deal.  The ensuing struggle left the new Patriarch 

marked with a new name - Israel - and with a lasting reminder of God's power in his hip.

5.  Esau received Jacob with a changed heart:  he is warm, generous, and forgiving.  Jacob pressed on his 

brother a share in the bounty God had blessed him with, in some way a return on the blessing he stole from 

Esau many years before.

6.  The end of chapter 33 closes the page on Jacob's exile and launches him into a new stage of life in the land 

of promise as the next Patriarch, one who has struggled with God and has overcome and who at last knows 

God as his own:  El Elohe Israel, "God the God of Israel."

A Message from the Authors

Are you enjoying our study? Would you like this important service to continue? If so, please be aware that 

Catholic Exchange is a non-profit charitable organization totally dependent on your financial support to maintain 

both our website and our groundbreaking Catholic Scripture Study.  So please make an on-line donation with your 

credit card at www.catholicexchange.com, call 1-888-477-1982, or mail as generous a donation as possible to: 

Catholic Exchange 

P.O. Box 231820 

Encinitas, CA 92023 

Thank you for making the Word of God available to anyone who wants it anywhere in the world. 


