Lesson 21

Genesis
?

Responses to the Questions
NOTE; BE SURE TO ANSWER ALL THE QUESTIONS YOURSELF BEFORE READING
THE ANSWERS IN ORDER TO MAKE THE MOST OF THIS STUDY.

Preparation and Prayer
Read Genesis 32:1-21
1. The angels of God, last seen at Bethel as Jacob was fleeing Esau, met Jacob as he left Gilead. The presence of
God's army must have been an enormous assurance as he prepared to face Esau again. It was a tangible reminder
that God had promised to bring him safely back to Canaan, and evidence that He had not forgotten.
2. Jacob fled his homeland because Esau was determined to kill him for stealing the birthright and blessing. With
Jacob out of the picture for 20 years, Esau would have enjoyed if not the blessing, then essentially the rights of the
first-born in his brother's absence. He could hardly be expected to welcome the supplanter's return, which would
put him out and force him to play second fiddle to his younger brother.
3. a. Jacob, fortified by seeing the angels, sent a message ahead to Esau. He does not take advantage of his
position but instead is a model of humility, calling himself "your servant" and Esau "my lord," and begging his
brother's favor. This seems to be an honest attempt to put out any lingering coals of anger by being meek and
non-threatening. Perhaps hoping enough time has passed to cool Esau down, he wants to be reconciled.
b. Jacob's fear seems to come only after he hears Esau is coming to meet him with "400 men," which was a way
of referring to a good-sized fighting force. St. Thomas Aquinas called prudence "right reason in action;" Proverbs
14:15 says "the prudent man looks where he is going." Jacob is prudent like the modern Boy Scout, who is
always prepared. Anticipating the possibility of a hostile response, he presents a meek and gentle face, hoping not
to provoke but to damp the flames of Esau's anger.
4. What Jacob does with his fear shows how far he's come in 20 years. He takes immediate action to protect his
family and herds by dividing them up, and then attempts to pacify his brother and perhaps hold him off a bit by
sending ahead a series of herds as presents to him. But most importantly, he prays. He prays to the God of his
fathers, who he recognizes as the God who told him to take this trip and promised to be with him.
What Jacob prays is important (and we will look at that in the next questions), but it is equally important that he
prays. The young Jacob longed for what God promised him and did anything and everything in his power to get
there. The mature Jacob continues to want what God has for him and does what is prudent to move ahead, but his
prayer shows that he knows he is in God's hands and wants to work with Him. We can learn from Jacob's
example. "Prayer is a vital necessity," the Catechism tells us. It and "Christian life are inseparable (CCC 27442755)."
5. a. Jacob humbly recognizes his unworthiness and acknowledges his debt to God. He knows he is where he is
not because of anything he has done but because of God's steadfast love and faithfulness. And he recognizes that
he is dependent on God to be delivered from Esau.
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Responses to the Questions (cont.)
Preparation and Prayer (cont.)
b. The fact that Jacob is where he is because God led him there, coupled with the way he prays according to God's
will, repeating His promise back to Him, makes us confident that the prayer will be answered. Jacob is praying
for something that he knows God wants because God promised it to him. By lifting his voice to God and asking
for it, he is cooperating with God's plan for him.
6. Gone is the sense of entitlement we saw in his youth, when Jacob saw the blessing and birthright as being there
for the taking. He clearly acknowledges his debt to and dependence on God. There is an element of trust that was
missing in his prayer at Bethel, where he made his vow contingent on God's faithfulness. Jacob is praying to
someone he now knows and has a relationship with. He has experienced this God in his life and no longer needs
to depend on the word of his fathers.
7. God called Jacob first when he was in his mother's womb, and continued to call him throughout his life. After a
time Jacob responded, and then he began to call back. His life - like ours - is a journey, a dance of call and
response in which his heart is gradually engaged and draws close to God. The "covenant drama," in which God
makes and fulfills His covenant promises, is seen most clearly when Jacob is at prayer, in communion with God.
A New Name and A Blessing
Read Genesis 32:22-32
8. Imagine the scene: Help me, God, Jacob prayed. Deliver me from Esau - I'm afraid he'll kill us all! But you
promised to give me as many descendants as there is sand at the sea. You can't let us die! Jacob did everything he
could to protect himself and his family then retired for the night. Perhaps he lay wondering how God would intervene
and help him fight Esau. Did he imagine the battle? How surprised he must have been when a man appeared - to
wrestle him! God's answer got his attention as surely as if He had shouted down from heaven. Jacob! Esau isn't the
one you have to fear. He's not the one you have to wrestle for blessing, or birthright, or land or power or life for your
children. That's all in my hands. I'm the one who gives, who takes away. Wrestle with me if you want blessing.
All his life, Jacob has fought others for what he wants - first Esau and his father, then Laban. But before he can reenter Canaan and take his place as the one with the birthright and heir to God's blessing he must learn that it is GOD
he must wrestle with to get it. The struggle will leave its mark: God touched his hip as a permanent, tangible
reminder as well as to show that however well Jacob could wrestle, God was still in control.
9. Jacob wants two things: God's blessing and to know God's name, or who He is in His innermost being. Jacob gets
the blessing, but not God's name. (God's name is shrouded in mystery; it is too great for us to comprehend. He
cannot be encompassed within the meaning of a name.) Instead God asks him his name, then gives him a new one
before blessing him.
10. All his life Jacob has wrestled with men, and his given name ("he supplants") reflects that. Now he has struggled
with men and with God (Israel means "he who strives with God") and he has overcome. He has achieved the blessing.
This struggle to hold on to God for a blessing, to get to know His name, marks not only Jacob's character but will
mark the character of the nation of Israel throughout her history, in her ceaseless striving to know God and be blessed.
It will also serve as an example to her in her own years of exile, when she is longing to return. From whom must she
wrestle the promise and the land? Not from those who have taken it from her, or who live in the land in her stead; she
must claim it from God who promised in the first place, hold fast to His promise and not let go until He answers.
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Responses to the Questions (cont.)
A New Name and A Blessing (cont.)
11. This was a test of Jacob's determination, his perseverance, and ultimately of his commitment to God. That he
passed the test is evident in his new name: he has struggled with God, and has overcome. The Church has long
looked at this scene as a "symbol of prayer as a battle of faith and as the triumph of perseverance (CCC #2573)."
According to Wis. 10:12, "in his arduous contest [Wisdom] gave him the victory, so that he might learn that
godliness is more powerful than anything."
Jacob's Return
Read Genesis 33
12. a. No. Esau is warm, generous, loving, forgiving. He runs to embrace Jacob, caring only that his brother has
returned.
b. Perhaps time has healed the wounds, as Rebecca had hoped. Perhaps the gifts appeased him - although he
looks past them to his brother, and must be convinced to take them at all. It seems most probable that God has
changed his heart, either during those 20 years or (more likely, or why did he start out to meet Jacob with a small
army?) in response to Jacob's prayer and wrestling with God.
13. On the surface, it seems that Jacob is simply offering Esau a gift. That he uses the word for "blessing" to
describe it suggests a peace offering. Jacob, realizing now that the blessing came from God, and not from Esau, is
returning to Esau the blessing he stole by giving him a share in the blessing he has received from God.
14. Jacob is acknowledging that the God of his fathers now is his God as well. Not "the God of Abraham and
Isaac" only but "the God of Israel." The God of Jacob, the Jacob who has struggled with God and who has been
given a new name and a blessing. God has kept His promises; now Jacob is calling Him his God.
15. If Jacob was to father God's people, it was not enough for him to know about God, he had to know Him. For
him to have the faith God requires of all who would be His children, Jacob first had to know God for himself as
Abraham did. What enabled Abraham to trust God with the life of his only son, the promised source of blessing?
Faith, of course, but faith built on an intimate, personal relationship with God. Abraham knew God, knew His
character, knew His promise and His power. That knowledge enabled him to have the faith he needed to trust
God with the life of his only son. (Although knowing God is no guarantee of faith: read Romans 2).
Can you imagine having faith in someone you don't know? It is dangerous to presume that because your parents
know God and enjoy His blessing, that you will be automatically "grandfathered in." Israel made that mistake, not
understanding that "child of Abraham" meant "those who believe as Abraham did" and not "from Abraham's
bloodline." God loves and knows all His children, and wants each one to know and love Him in return. That's
what being in God's family is all about.

3
© copyright 2001 Gayle Somers and Sarah Christmyer • Distributed by www.catholicexchange.com

Lesson 21 • Responses to the Questions • Genesis

