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•

Uncontrollable

•

45 minutes

•

Connecting:

(The following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)

•
•
•

In what ways did God move in your life this
week? In what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In
what ways, if any, did you invite God into this
challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they state they
have held back.)

Getting Started:
10 minutes
•

Would you describe yourself as a take-charge
person? Could you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your group
with a simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these
questions in ways that best fit your group and the dynamics of your
own meeting.)

•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Using the notes, discuss Jacob’s bent to seizing
control. You might consider reading some of
the highlighted passages as a group to have an
understanding of this part of his character.
Read Genesis 32.1-24 aloud. Seek to experience
the text as if you are Jacob.
In what ways does Jacob seek to control his
situation? Seek to find as many as possible.
What reasons might Jacob have for acting as he
does? What reasons, if any, might he have for
relaxing and waiting to see what happens?
What might it look like to try to control a
situation today? What reasons do people have
for acting in these ways? Are these similar or
dissimilar to those Jacob had?
What effect, if any, does the desire to control
our situations have upon us? Upon others?
Could you elaborate?
Read Genesis 32.24-33.3 aloud. Seek to
experience the text as if you are Jacob.
In what ways does God address Jacob’s desire
for control? Do any of God’s actions surprise
you? Could you elaborate?
What do we learn about God and his character
from this encounter?
What did it look like for Jacob to surrender

control to God?
What might it look like today to surrender control
to God? Could you explain?
What, if anything, makes this difficult for others?
For you?
Consider closing with a time in which you
surrender control to God by naming specific areas
of your life you are seeking to manage. You might
confess the effect this is having upon you and
others. Ask God to accomplish his will, and for the
grace to surrender to his mercy.

Context and Background
Pain

Pain is the physical and emotional effects one
experiences as he undergoes affliction or trouble. The
presence and experience of pain is a direct result of
life in a fallen world (Genesis 2.16-17). However, true
to form, God has redeemed our experience of pain so
that such experiences work toward his restoration of
all things (Romans 8.28). Simply put, in God’s hands,
pain becomes purposeful. This does not mean that the
experience of pain is good, but rather that God can
work through the experience of pain to accomplish his
good desires.
Throughout Scripture, we see God using pain in a variety
of ways. At times, God sends pain as judgment for sin
(Job 4.7-9), but this use is not simply to punish but to
turn people back to God (Zechariah 12; 1 Corinthians
5.4-5). God can use pain to train (discipline) his people
(Psalm 94.12-13; Hebrews 12.6). Most importantly,
God uses pain as part of the process of sanctification in
the lives of his people (1 Peter 1.6-7). In this manner,
pain becomes a vehicle for teaching virtue such as
patience and endurance (James 1.3-4; Romans 5.2-4).
Pain becomes a training ground for ministry, enabling
one to share the consolation she has received from
God during the experience of pain (2 Corinthians 1.34). Most importantly, pain teaches God’s people the
depths of God’s sovereignty (Job 42.2-4).
Because of the nature of the experience of pain, people
often seek to escape painful circumstances as quickly
as possible because pain is culturally understood to
signify something has gone awry. However, a survey
of Scripture reveals that though pain itself was not
part of God’s original plan, he has marshalled it as
an instrument to accomplish his redemptive will.
Therefore, to seek to escape pain can, at times, be a
short-circuiting of God’s redemptive work in one’s life.
This is not to say that one should relish every painful
experience as if it was divinely ordained. Rather, one
should understand that pain can and often is used by
God to accomplish his will which can give one hope in
the midst of the experience of pain.

The Text
Genesis 32.1-24a: Jacob the manipulator
Jacob was the younger son of Isaac, a grandson of
Abraham. When Jacob was born, God revealed that it
would be through him that God’s plan of redemption
would be accomplished (Genesis 25.23). With these
words, God promised to bless and use Jacob. However,
Jacob never really was one to wait on God to fulfill his
promise. Jacob had a way of taking charge and getting
what he wanted, even if he had to scheme to do it.
While growing up, Jacob weaseled a birthright gift out
of his brother Esau (Genesis 25.29-34). If this was not
enough, Jacob worked in conjunction with his mother
Rebekah to steal Esau’s blessing from his father Isaac
(Genesis 27). It is very clear in Scripture that Jacob is a
person who likes to be in control. However, this part of
his character is something which needs to be tempered
into humble dependence upon God if he is to be part of
God’s redemptive plan. Therefore, God sends Jacob to a
far away country for a season of transformation.
Before Jacob leaves the land of Canaan, God meets
with Jacob to reaffirm his desire to use Jacob in his
redemptive plan as well as granting assurance that
God will care for Jacob. With this blessing in hand, God
thrusts Jacob into a family situation where Jacob is
suddenly in over his head and finds himself deceived
and manipulated (Genesis 29-31). During this season,
Jacob learns to depend upon God as God works to strip
Jacob of his tendency to seize control.
At the end of this season, God draws Jacob back to the
land of Canaan. As Jacob travels back, he is met by an
angelic army, a sign that God is with him, protecting
him. With this protection force around him, Jacob sends
word to his brother Esau, indicating his impending
arrival as well as the great blessing God has given him.
More than likely he mentions the latter so as to assure
Esau that he has not come to claim the birthright he
stole because he has no need. Jacob’s desire is that Esau
would receive him well as the last time Esau mentioned
Jacob it was in a threat to kill him (Genesis 27.41). Word
quickly comes back to Jacob that Esau is coming with
400 men to meet him. While the reader can see that
Esau is coming to welcome and escort Jacob (Genesis
33.12), Jacob assumes the worst and slips back into his
old form.
Even though Jacob possesses the blessing of God
and is surrounded by an angelic army, faced with the
arrival of Esau, he begins to seize control. First, Jacob
divides his family and servants into two groups in an
effort to minimize his losses should Esau attack. This
step taken, Jacob approaches God in prayer, which
is the longest prayer in Genesis. Jacob affirms he is
dependent upon God and that all he has comes from

God. Yet, he also acknowledges what he has done. He has
divided his family into two camps. He is afraid and asks
God to intervene, to honor his promise made at Bethel
(Genesis 25.23-25). It appears, for a moment, that Jacob
has decided to rely upon God, and perhaps he desires to
do so. But, old habits are hard to break.
Jacob hastily culls 530 animals from his flocks and sends
them in waves to his brother Esau. His stated desire is
to pacify his brother, but these waves and numbers of
animals would also slow Esau’s approach and make any
attack much harder to carry out. Jacob is no dummy! He
tells his servants to inform Esau that he is coming behind
them. How far behind is surprising!
That night, Jacob sends his family and his possessions
across the Jabbok river while he remains behind. Jacob
is left behind! He is behind his servants and behind his
family. He has successfully put numerous waves of people
and animals between himself and Esau in an effort to
protect himself. Jacob’s desire to control the situation is
in full swing.

Genesis 32.24b-33.3: Jacob the God-fighter

Jacob remains alone, and safe, on the far side of the
Jabbok river, but he really isn’t alone. He is attacked in
the middle of a night by a man who, as it turns out, is
none other than God himself. The purpose of the attack
is to overcome Jacob, not just physically but spiritually as
can be seen by the length of wrestling. The man had the
power all along to “win” physically, but chooses not to do
so. He wants something more from Jacob. He wants him
to yield, to give up his control, but Jacob will not. Finally,
as day nears the man hits Jacob below the belt and
dislocates his hip. Jacob is overcome physically, but he will
not yield. He refuses to let the man go unless he blesses
Jacob. Here we see the beginnings of Jacob’s yielding as
only the greater can bless the lesser, but Jacob is not fully
ready to admit this because he will not let go. What he
does not realize is that his grip really has no effect other
than to bind him helplessly to God, a wounded man.
Hearing Jacob’s request, the man asks for Jacob’s name.
As this man is God, the request of the name is more than
just a simple matter of introduction. God knows Jacob’s
name. To know someone’s name indicates a level of power
and influence over the other. God is asking Jacob to give
him power over Jacob, to yield. Jacob relents and gives
his name and receives a blessing which involves a name
change. He has fought with God and people and he has
overcome, but not the way he intended. He has overcome
by yielding and allowing God to have control. However,
Jacob is not quite out of fight. In return, he asks for the
name of the man. He wants a measure of control over the
man! But, the man refuses. He will not allow himself to be
controlled. Jacob must learn submission and this involves
all control being stripped from him. Jacob realizes what

has occurred as well as the mercy he has received.
He has seen (wrestled with!!!) God and not been
killed, but he has not been unscathed. His hip
remains dislocated forcing him to walk with a limp,
his pain a constant reminder of his need to submit
to God’s sovereignty rather than seeking to assert
control.
Amazingly, this encounter brings about a radical
transformation in Jacob as he takes the lead
and meets Esau (Genesis 33.3). His desire to
manipulate is not fully banished (Genesis 33.1020), but it never again raises its head as it did
before. Through the experience of pain, Jacob has
realized that God, not he, is in control. Further, he
has learned that he can depend on God to honor
his promises, promises which make him part of
God’s redemptive plan.
Real life with Blake:
I like things my way. Who doesn’t? My way works
for me, and as far as I am concerned, it should work
for you too. My way is best. My way is comfortable.
My way makes the most sense, at least to me
anyway. This is why I often do my utmost to have
things my way. Don’t judge me just yet. We all do
it. I will pull and push, cajole and complain. I have
even been known to adjust the facts once or twice
to have things go my way. I am not proud of the
fact, just being honest. Really! At times, I will even
drag God into the issue. I will pray prayers asking
God to move, to reveal his power and glory, but I
am really just trying to get him to do what I want.
He becomes one more thing I am trying to control.
Why is that?
As I reflect on the time or two I have sought my
own way (that was just yesterday!), I realize I
am seeking my way to control things because
I am afraid that if I do not things will not work
out. Things won’t work out so that I am loved,
recognized, provided for, or just plain valued
as a person. When I step back it seems so silly.
I “know” God has promised all of those things,
but in the moment I just can’t stop myself. I feel
I need to make it happen, but this just sets me up
for trouble. You see, I don’t really have control and
rarely does God respond to my feeble attempts
to cajole him into doing my will. Things start to
go awry and I get frustrated, usually shaking
my fist at God, asking why he won’t answer my
prayers. Could it be they were not really prayers to
begin with but something more like commands?
Perhaps. The point is, I get stuck and this is good. It
is good because these stuck places are wonderful
invitations for me to recognize that I am not in
control. I can’t make things happen, but God can.

When I will let go of the idea that I am the boss
(and God is my servant!), I suddenly start moving
again. I have let God out of my box and allowed
him to be God. Or maybe it might be better said, I
admit that he is God and I am not.
Real life with you:
We like things our way. Not just some of us. All of
us. We are not above working, scheming, cajoling,
complaining and just outright manipulating to
make it happen. Things are better our way, or so
we think. When things go our way we are safe. We
are recognized. We are valued. We are loved. So we
seek our way, but rarely do people or situations
cooperate. They seem to be working under the
delusion that things need to go their way, including
God! He is the worst offender in this respect. We
tell him where he needs to be and what he needs
to do so things work out, but he is pretty stubborn
about cooperating. It is frustrating. Maddening at
times. Doesn’t God love us? Doesn’t he care about
us? Doesn’t he want to seek our good? If so, why
can’t he just get with the program, our program,
that is? It is in these moments, with these thoughts
we often find ourselves stuck, stuck dealing with a
God we cannot control, and that is the point. God
is uncontrollable. He is God and will not allow
himself to be manipulated by those he created.
He just wants us to realize that, and these stuck
places on the faith journey are opportunities to do
just that. If, and when, we yield, admitting he is
God and making room for him, we begin to see his
plan unfold, a plan that involves us, and providing
those things we need. How do we yield? Maybe
the answer is wrapped up in the question, why
should we? This is where Moses’ prayer becomes so
applicable. As we pray, “Show me your glory,” we
are confronted with the reality of who God is and
who we are in his presence. Suddenly it doesn’t
make sense to do anything but yield, for he is God
and we are not.
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