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“The struggle you’re in today is developing the strength you need for 

tomorrow,” so writes American author Robert Tew.   

You may be saying, though, “That’s what you said yesterday.” 

There are a number of quotes in a similar vein: 

“Embrace the struggle and let it make you stronger. It won’t last forever.” 

 [contrast with] “No, only as long as I live.” 

“Strength and growth come only through continuous effort and struggle.” 

 [contrast with] “Then I ought to be the strongest person in the world.” 

“What doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger.” 

 [contrast with] “Then kill me now; I don’t want to be any stronger.” 

Now I’m not trying to be snarky about these inspirational quotes—it just 

comes naturally. 

But on day what-year-is-this? of the pandemic we all are getting a little 

tried of the struggle, which is harder for some than others.   

Certainly, the poor suffer more,  

but also young families wondering what school will be like next month  

or people who have family with compromised immune systems that have 

been in self-isolation all this time  

or just everyone with the cloud of the pandemic over our heads and a 

political climate that makes you ask which is worse. 

And even in pre-pandemic times we all had our struggles of different kinds.   

In today’s passage from Genesis we heard earlier of Jacob’s struggle with “a 

man.”  Up until now Jacob has not been the most admirable 

character.  Jacob has conned, cheated, deceived, and manipulated 

virtually every member of his family and then run off when the 

tension was about to explode into full conflict. Despite this bad 



“Struggling with God” 

Sermon – August 2, 2020 Stone Presbyterian Church 

R0 srl  2 

behavior, has done well by his father-in-law Laban, partially by 

subterfuge and now is wealthy with wives, children, and household 

goods. 

But now Jacob is headed back to his homeland.  He sends word ahead to his 

brother Esau whose birthright he stole from him 20 years earlier.  

Now Esau is coming to Jacob with 400 men.  Jacob is terrified. He 

splits his family, has them cross the river, and sends word and gifts to 

Esau. 

Now Jacob is alone.  He is probably wrestling with his thoughts and fears.  

What will happen when Esau sees him?  Why did he feel compelled to 

cheat his older brother out of his birthright?  How can he connive his 

way out of this one? 

But the passage simply says, “Jacob was left alone; and a “man” wrestled 

with him until daybreak.”  The “man” sees he cannot win so he 

dislocates Jacob’s hip.  Still, even as dawn is breaking Jacob won’t let 

go until the man blesses him.  The “man” relents and tells Jacob, “you 

will now be called Israel.”  

He goes from being Jacob, “one that takes by the heel; a supplanter” to 

Israel, “one who strives or struggles with God.” Or, also could be, 

“God struggles.” 

This becomes the name of a nation: “one who struggles with God” and/or 

“God struggles.” 

At first blush that doesn’t seem like a great name, but it is very accurate.  

Jacob’s—Israel’s—decedents become the 12 tribes of Israel and 

everything after the book of Genesis is about that struggle; the 

struggle of God to let the people allow him to help them and the 
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struggle of people to understand God and to follow him and not their 

own ways.   

Jacob wrestling with “the man” was also wrestling with himself.  What 

would he do?  Was he going to cut and run or hang in there?   

And, in turn, “the man” wrestled with Jacob to try to change him, mature 

him. And he ends up rewarding Jacob for his perseverance. 

This puts Jacob on a new course.  One not as a supplanter, but one who 

struggles, contends, strives, never giving up.  And after “the man” 

leaves, Jacob realizes that he has seen God and he is a changed man. 

As Rev. Beth Tanner, professor of Old Testament at New Brunswick 

Theological Seminary, writes: 

“We are to grab the mystery of God and hang on, even when we are tired, or 

in pain, or have doubts.  

We must fight for the relationship we share with God. Sometimes that 

means a confrontation with God.  

Yes, we can be angry at God, and we can tell God we do not understand how 

the world works.  

By being honest, we are struggling to hang on in the mysterious times when 

the world or God’s methods or God’s kingdom does not make sense.  

Remaining faithful throughout our lives sometimes takes work and 

perseverance.  

Faith is not just a gift from God; it is a lifelong pursuit of God for us and us 

for God. 

We may never have the complete answers but in the struggle to hang on to 

faith and God, we become stronger, and we grow.” 
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And in that growth we can see that we don’t need to struggle with God, that 

is against God; we can open ourselves and let God struggle along with 

us.  We can struggle with God at our side. 

And that is part of the message in today’s gospel lesson from Matthew.  The 

feeding of the 5,000 (plus women and children) with five loaves and 

two fishes is the only miracle that is told, with some nuanced 

differences, in all four gospels. Therefore, it must have been very 

important to virtually everyone in the early church. 

Jesus is struggling after hearing about the death of John the Baptist, which 

takes place immediately before this story.  He seeks to go off by 

himself to contemplate it, but when the crowds heard it they follow on 

foot around the Sea of Galilee.  So, when Jesus comes ashore, instead 

of some “shore leave” he probably initially thinks, “I thought I left you 

on the other side.”  But “he had compassion for them and cured their 

sick.” 

When dinnertime came, though, the disciples worry and suggest the logical 

thing—send the people to get their own food.  But Jesus says, “They 

don’t need to go away—you feed them.”  The disciples struggle with 

how to do that, particularly with the meager rations. 

Jesus takes the fish and the loaves and, foreshadowing the Last Supper, he 

looks up to heaven, blesses and breaks the bread and hands it to his 

disciples and “the disciples gave them to the crowds.” 

Jesus didn’t just snap his fingers and everyone instantly had Happy Meals.  

Because while feeding the people was important, it was also 

important how it was done. 
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Breaking bread together is a communal and sacramental act that echoes 

through scriptures and through the centuries. Sharing a meal is a 

primary means of creating and maintaining community.  And sharing 

that meal means involving others, just as we will do shortly when 

share communion. 

Jesus wasn’t pulling the disciples’ legs when he said, “You give them 

something to eat.”  They did—with Jesus help. 

Like the disciples, when things get tough you can wonder, “How can I do 

it?”  The answer is, “Let God work with and through you.” 

As we struggle with things, God struggles also and seeks to struggle with us.   

In Jacob’s story his brother Esau comes and embraces him and in gospel 

story, “all ate and were filled.”  Not all struggles have a happy ending.  

But when they do we should enjoy them.  And when the struggles are 

starting to get to you, remember that you are not alone.  You are a 

member of a community; you are a child of Israel.  You have others to 

help you with your struggles.   

And you have God who does indeed struggle along with you.   

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


