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In Genesis 32-36 we will study about Jacob in Canaan. God had been with him in his struggles with Laban and now he was returning to Canaan where he knew he would have to deal with Esau. Rebekah had told him that she would tell him when it would be safe to return home (Gen 27:45) but, as far as we know, Jacob did not hear from her during his 20 years away from Canaan. So we do not know if he knew anything about Esau’s wrath but we will see he assumed it had not changed. Apparently he knew his father was still alive (Gen 31:18) but there is no record of his having heard of his mother. He must have suspected that he would be facing a difficult situation regarding Esau when he returned. We see Jacob again as the planner and schemer. He took Esau’s birthright and blessing, he took the best of Laban’s herds and in this chapter we see how he planned to pacify Esau. However we will see that God had changed Esau’s heart so that Jacob’s plans were not needed. We will also see his struggle with God that epitomized his narratives. He struggled with his brother (Gen 25, 27), his father (Gen 27), his father-in-law (Gen 29-31), and now with God.
He had met Laban with courage and faced him down so that they parted without any loss for Jacob. But we will see that Jacob groveled before Esau with fear for what might be done to him and his family. Why the difference? Shakespeare has a line that is appropriate: “Conscience doth make a coward of us all”. He could be bold before Laban because he knew he had lived a virtuous life (giving him a break for his scheming to inflate his flock and deflate that of Laban). But his evil actions toward Esau were still fresh in his mind and he was convicted by his conscience. 

Gen 32:1, 2 Now as Jacob went on his way, the angels of God met him. 2And Jacob said when he saw them, "This is God's camp." So he named that place Mahanaim.
About 20 years earlier he had seen angels in his dream (Gen 28:12) and now he is met by angels of God. He was traveling so this encounter is not in a dream. There is also no indication that this was a vision so we have to assume that Jacob was allowed to see the actual presence of the angels. He named the place Mahanaim or “Two Hosts”. By this name he meant that he was being protected by two hosts: his own small host of humans and the vast host of God’s angels. It was appropriate for God to give Jacob the ability to see these angels as he was entering a territory where he knew that he would have to deal with his brother. God’s angels are present even if we cannot see them. But on some occasions God will allow His servants to see them as He did Elisha (2 Kings 6:16). God’s angels are mighty (2 Thess 1:7), excel in strength and do His commandments (Psa 103:20), and serve heirs of salvation (Heb 1:14). One would think that this vision, added to his previous dream followed by 20 years of seeing God prosper and protect him, would have girded Jacob to deal with what was to come with Esau. The vision of angels did so with Elisha but the result was not the same with Jacob. The precise location is not known but it is mentioned in other Scripture verses such as Joshua 13:26 and it became a well-known town in Transjordan. 
Gen 32:3-8 Then Jacob sent messengers before him to his brother Esau in the land of Seir, the country of Edom. 4He also commanded them saying, "Thus you shall say to my lord Esau: 'Thus says your servant Jacob," I have sojourned with Laban, and stayed until now; 5and I have oxen and donkeys and flocks and male and female servants; and I have sent to tell my lord, that I may find favor in your sight. "'" 6And the messengers returned to Jacob, saying, "We came to your brother Esau, and furthermore he is coming to meet you, and four hundred men are with him." 7Then Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed; and he divided the people who were with him, and the flocks and the herds and the camels, into two companies; 8for he said, "If Esau comes to the one company and attacks it, then the company which is left will escape."

Esau lived in the region called the “land of Seir”. The name was from a Horite leader who had lived in the region (Gen 3:20). It was also called the “field of Edom” after Esau’s nickname (Gen 25:30) and was south of the Dead Sea. Jacob sent his messengers to meet with Esau there to determine the state of mind of Esau before he had to meet with him. He told them to call Esau his lord to indicate that he did not think that the blessing he had conned made him politically superior to Esau. They were also to tell Esau that Jacob had lived with Laban the 20 years since they parted and that he was returning with considerable possessions from those labors. He had them tell Esau about his holdings so that Esau would not think that he was returning to claim a portion of his inheritance from Isaac. He again told them to call Esau Jacob’s lord and to say that he wanted to find favor in the sight of Esau. The servants returned earlier than expected for Esau had already heard of Jacob’s return and was going to meet him with 400 men. Jacob would have then assumed that Esau was approaching in a hostile manner. 
The vision of the angels did little to give Jacob courage for he was very afraid as he thought that Esau was coming to destroy him. Rather than just trusting God for protection by His angels he divided his caravan into two complements so that one of them might survive an attack. 
Gen 32:9-12 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 relatives, and I will prosper you,' 10I am unworthy of all the lovingkindness and of all the faithfulness which Thou hast shown to Thy servant; for with my staff only I crossed this Jordan, and now I have become two companies. 11"Deliver me, I pray, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; for I fear him, lest he come and attack me, the mothers with the children. 12"For Thou didst say, 'I will surely prosper you, and make your descendants as the sand of the sea, which cannot be numbered for multitude.'"

This is the first prayer of Jacob recorded in the Bible. He may have prayed before but they were not recorded. He is recorded as acting first and then praying whereas he should have prayed first and then acted. He prayed to the God of his father (grandfather) Abraham and of his father Isaac but not to his God. If God is not our God then He may not even be listening! This lack of identity may be why he continued to show weakness in his actions toward Esau. Jacob remembered the promises of God and prayed them back to God as he stated that he was unworthy and totally dependent upon the grace of God. He was also praying for God to keep him safe from the hand of Esau. In this prayer he acknowledged God as Elohim (His general name and printed above as “God”) and Jehovah (His covenant name and printed above as “Lord”). All prayer must be consistent with the Word of God for it to have any meaning. This is a pleading that does not seem fitting for someone who had been so blessed by God in the past 20 years. He is even saying that Esau might have his wives and children killed, which would leave no survivors to fulfill God’s previous promises of descendants. Note also that he did not even ask God for direction in this coming interaction. He had made his plans before his prayer and then his mind and actions went back to his plans rather than seeking guidance from God. 
Gen 32:13-20 So he spent the night there. Then he selected from what he had with him a present for his brother Esau: 14two hundred female goats and twenty male goats, two hundred ewes and twenty rams, 15thirty milking camels and their colts, forty cows and ten bulls, twenty female donkeys and ten male donkeys. 16And he delivered them into the hand of his servants, every drove by itself, and said to his servants, "Pass on before me, and put a space between droves." 17And he commanded the one in front, saying, "When my brother Esau meets you and asks you, saying, 'To whom do you belong, and where are you going, and to whom do these animals in front of you belong?' 18then you shall say,' These belong to your servant Jacob; it is a present sent to my lord Esau. And behold, he also is behind us.' “19Then he commanded also the second and the third, and all those who followed the droves, saying, "After this manner you shall speak to Esau when you find him; 20and you shall say,' Behold, your servant Jacob also is behind us.' "For he said," I will appease him with the present that goes before me. Then afterward I will see his face; perhaps he will accept me. " 
He now is putting forward a bribe to Esau or perhaps a guilt offering for having deceived his father into giving the birthright to him over Esau. One commentator says this is not a bribe but that is the way it seems. But he definitely does not trust the Lord to protect him by offering such gifts. The way he divided the gifts he is effectively giving Esau five separate gifts at varying times. He is giving a total of 580 animals, which is a huge gift of goats, sheep, cattle, camels, and asses. Each servant in command of a drove was told to tell Esau that the animals were a gift from Jacob. The servant followed each gift so that Esau was first impressed with the number of animals rather than first seeing the servants. Esau would have been surprised at such an abundance of gifts and presenting them in five waves would also have been impressive as he might wonder after each what more was coming. 
Gen 32: 21-23 So the present passed on before him, while he himself spent that night in the camp. 22Now he arose that same night and took his two wives and his two maids and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23And he took them and sent them across the stream. And he sent across whatever he had.

Jacob then spent the night in his camp but the text says nothing about prayer. He obviously was not getting much sleep as he was anxious and got up during the night. The Jabbok is a stream that flows west into the Jordan about halfway between the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. The Jabbok was easily forded at this point and he sent his two wives, two maids, and eleven children across the stream. The text does not mention his daughter Dinah. Daughters are often omitted in family listings. We read in Gen 37:35 and Gen 46:7 that he also had more daughters. He evidently wanted to get all his remaining animals and his family across the stream before encountering Esau since he would have been very vulnerable while crossing the stream. The name Jabbok means “wrestler” and this name was apparently given after the event recorded in the next set of verses. We see that he sent ahead all he had without surrendering himself. Do we often do the same? The first to surrender must be ourselves. 
Gen 32:24-32 Then Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 25And when he saw that he had not prevailed against him, he touched the socket of his thigh; so the socket of Jacob's thigh was dislocated while he wrestled with him. 26Then he said, "Let me go, for the dawn is breaking." But he said, "I will not let you go unless you bless me." 27So he said to him, "What is your name?" And he said, "Jacob." 28And he said, "Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel; for you have striven with God and with men and have prevailed." 29Then Jacob asked him and said, "Please tell me your name." But he said, "Why is it that you ask my name?" And he blessed him there. 30So Jacob named the place Peniel, for he said, "I have seen God face to face, yet my life has been preserved." 31Now the sun rose upon him just as he crossed over Penuel, and he was limping on his thigh. 32Therefore, to this day the sons of Israel do not eat the sinew of the hip which is on the socket of the thigh, because he touched the socket of Jacob's thigh in the sinew of the hip.

This set of verses is difficult to interpret and many different types of interpretations have been given. Did he wrestle with a man, an angel, or is this entire section an allegory of the spiritual battle he was enduring this night? The writer of the passage was probably Jacob and it seems that he intended it to be taken literally. The comment on this passage by Hosea certainly indicates that Jacob wrestled with an angel: 
Hosea 12:3-5 In the womb he took his brother by the heel, And in his maturity he contended with God. 4Yes, he wrestled with the angel and prevailed; He wept and sought His favor. He found Him at Bethel, And there He spoke with us, 5Even the Lord, the God of hosts; The Lord is His name.

However, according to Jacob, this wrestler was actually the pre-incarnate Christ because he said he had “seen God face to face”. Thus most interpreters say the wrestler was the Angel, capitalizing the name to indicate that this is God in human form. Jacob asked the Angel for His name and He replied with the question because he had been praying to Him so he should have known His name. The Angel did not prevail against Jacob so he injured the ball-and-socket joint in his thigh so that he would have to limp so that he would never forget this event. Jacob refused to let go of the Angle until he received a blessing. Of course the Angel could have destroyed Jacob or just left.  In view of Jacob’s past actions: taking advantage of his brother’s weakness and hunger to trade for the inheritance, deceiving his blind father, cleverly outfoxing Laban, God could have been justified in not granting a blessing. God desires His people to persevere in prayer so He honored his request and gave him a blessing. 
The Angel not only blessed him, as only God can do, but He also changed his name from Jacob to Israel. Jacob means “heel grasper”, “cheat”, “deceiver”, or “supplanter”. The name “Israel” is derived from the two words Sarah-El , where El means God, and the word “Sarah” means “fight, or rule as a prince” and so translates “as a prince hast thou power”. It is also translated as “One Who Fights Victoriously with God” or “A Prince with God” and it remains the name of his descendants for thousands of years. Boice prefers to take the name to mean “God rules” or “God commands” as he considers the way other compound names containing god are translated with God as the subject. Thus Daniel means “God judges” and certainly not “he judges God” and Samuel means “God heard” rather than “he heard God”. Changes in names such as Abram to Abraham and Sarai to Sarah occurred as they related to promises of God. The name Jacob usually means “deceiver” but from this point on he would be known relating to his spiritual struggles with God. He then limped back to the caravan and he would always have this limp to remind him of this struggle. 
Jacob named the place “Peniel”, which means “The Face of God”. The name of the place continued to be known but the name was changed later to Penuel (1Kings 12:25 Then Jeroboam built Shechem in the hill country of Ephraim, and lived there. And he went out from there and built Penuel.) Jacob rightly stated that he was allowed to live since he had seen God face-to-face. Of course such would not have been allowed except that he saw God veiled in a human form:

Exodus 33:20 But He said, "You cannot see My face, for no man can see Me and live!"

1Tim 6:15-16 which He will bring about at the proper time-- He who is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords; 16who alone possesses immortality and dwells in unapproachable light; whom no man has seen or can see. To Him be honor and eternal dominion! Amen.
Jacob then limped as he went to meet Esau. This limping is symbolic as we can best be servants of God when we rely on his strength rather than our own. Having a limp the rest of his life would remind him that it is only in his weakness that the strength of God can be fully activated. We read about such relationships in other verses such as:

Eph 6:10 Finally, be strong in the Lord, and in the strength of His might.

1Peter 4:11 Whoever speaks, let him speak, as it were, the utterances of God; whoever serves, let him do so as by the strength which God supplies; so that in all things God may be glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom belongs the glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.

2Cor 11:30 If I have to boast, I will boast of what pertains to my weakness.

2Cor 12:9 And He has said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness." Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may dwell in me.

1Cor 1:27 but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong,

The later editor of this material was evidently Moses who recorded verse 32 about his descendents not eating that particular area of the thigh in honor of this event. 
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