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I. Introduction  
A. And then there was the year that my parents cancelled Christmas. I am the oldest 
of five children. We were not getting along as well as they thought we should, and so 
they said “no presents for any of you.”  
B. OK, that is a bit misleading. For starters, you are probably thinking that I am 
talking about years ago – when were 12, 10, 8 and 6.  No, this was about fifteen years 
ago. We were all married and in our forties at the time. In fact, we all had children or 
step-children.  So, there were a lot of others involved. And, well, for reasons not worth 
going into, some people were sideways with other people, factions had developed. Some 
were on this side and others were on that side, and it had become obvious that it was 
going to be impossible to get everyone in the same room at the same time for Christmas. 
And so, my parents – who had retired to Little Rock - sent an email stating that they were 
not coming up to see anyone in December.  
C. And as far as presents, what they said was that they were going to send presents to 
our children – because they didn’t want them to suffer.  But they didn’t want anything 
from us.  Because, we were not giving them one of the basic things they expected, which 
was to find ways to get along and act like a family. 
D. I wish this was the only time my family had faced these kinds of challenges, 
because Sheri and I were not very involved in that particular dust up. But we’ve had our 
own moments, such as the events surrounding our oldest child’s selection of a college. 
For various reasons, that process was full of tension. And after the decision was made, 
Sheri called a family meeting and said, “I think we all have reasons to be embarrassed 
about the way we have acted over the last six months.”  I’m not sure she did. And two of 
the boys had nothing to do with it. But I had certainly contributed. Somehow, I had 
forgotten a cardinal rule of parenting. And that is, when you are having tension with one 
of your children. It is important that one of you keep acting like an adult.  
E. Of course, there have been other episodes as well. To the parents of an average 
family, world peace is an impossibility – not because it would require some resolution in 
the Middle East, and Congress functioning in a civil manner, but because it would mean 
that brothers and sisters and husbands and wives, and aunts and uncles would all get 
along. 
F. Today’s Blind Spot is on conflict.   

II. Review 
A. We’re in a series where the premise is that we cause some of our own problems 
because of actions, habits and beliefs that are wrong but that we do not see accurately. 
I’ve been arguing that it’s easy to pick up baggage that slows us down and holds us back.  
B. This series has been based out of the middle chapters of Genesis. And our focus 
has mostly been on Jacob.  In week one we looked a bit at Saul, who was uniquely 
clueless. Last week we focused more on Jacob’s twin brother, Esau – whose blind spot 
was not looking ahead (which I claimed was our culture’s blind spot du jour). But during 
week two, and now again in week four, we focus on Jacob.  
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C. And today’s focus is around his poor approach to conflict, which largely defines 
him. As a child in the womb he fights with his twin brother. After he is born, he fights 
with his dad. Then he fights with his father-in-law. Then it’s his wives and his own 
children – who learn their conflict resolution skills from him, and end up fighting with 
each other. 
D. And, oh by the way, Jacob also fights – he wrestles - with God.  
E. Today I want us to suggest that one of the blind spots we often have is our 
inability to see our contribution to the conflicts we are in, and that some of our responses 
– running away, being a bully, things like that – are not always helpful.  

III. I realize, that when it comes to conflicts, many of us are experts – or at least think we are.  
A. After all, we’ve all been in conflicts; we have thought about conflicts; we’ve 
watched TV shows about conflicts. We have even read articles about conflicts.  The 
doctor’s office is full of old magazines with articles about conflicts. You can count on it.   
B. There will be articles about how to lose belly fat and get abs of steel; articles 
about the Kardashians and articles about how to fight fair.  
C. The marriage and parenting magazines will at conflict from one angle. Inc and 
Harvard Business Review take a different approach. Psychology Today offers a slightly 
different spin. But all of them generally say the same kinds of things – much of which is 
good and helpful.  

1. We should expect conflict. 
2. We should learn not to react in anger; 
3. We should listen more than we talk; 
4. We should work towards win-win outcomes. 

D. The problem is, we often have a hard time doing that. It turns out that the reason 
there are so many articles about conflict is because it remains a problem. And part of the 
reason it remains a problem is because even people who read the articles and agree with 
them, often have a hard time applying what they know. Conflict tends to stress us out. 
And when we are stressed, we tend to react rather than respond in a thoughtful way. 

IV. I am going to assume you agree with all of that – know all of that. I want us to look at 
what the Bible says about conflict that is not common.  

A. As you may know, a lot of what we find in the popular magazines showed up in 
the Bible two thousand years earlier – which is a book about conflict.  
B. There is no conflict in Genesis 1 and 2, and there is no conflict in Revelation 20 
and 21. But other than the first two chapters in the beginning – before the fall – and the 
last two chapters at the end – after sin is dealt with – it’s all conflict all the time. 
C. There are fights between families, fights within families, conflict between 
ethnicities and conflict between nations.  Jesus has ongoing dustups with the Pharisees. 
Paul’s preaching generates so much conflict he starts riots and ends up in jail.  
D. For that matter, good friends and church leaders end up falling out. In Acts 14, 
Paul and Barnabas wrap up the church’s very first mission trip and head into Jerusalem to 
meet with the other leaders about the way the Gospel is spreading among the Gentiles.  
It’s a great moment. Good things are happening.   
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1. Some tension arises when the Judaizers show up, but Paul and Barnabas 
sit down with Peter and James and others are talk things out. The issues are 
resolved well. The unity of the church is preserved. All is well, and then…  Paul 
and Barnabas get into a quarrel over something far less important than what they 
have been talking about.  They cannot resolve it and they end up going their 
separate ways.1  And best we can tell, they never work together again.  

E. This is very disappointing.  But it makes the point that the Bible does not shy 
away from conflict. In fact, all the Conflict 101 principles we find in the magazines in the 
doctor’s office are found in the Bible first.  

1. In James 1 we are told to listen more than we talk, and also to be slow to 
anger. 
2. In Romans, Paul tells us that, to the extent possible we should be at peace 
with everyone.  
3. In Ephesians we are told not to let the sun go down on our anger. 
4. In the Book of Proverbs we are advised to avoid contentious people, 
because they cause conflict wherever they go.  

V. You need to know that there is another level of advice we find in the Bible.  
A. Because conflict is complicated – and one size doesn’t fit all – the Bible provides 
some 201 conflict insights as well. These are the kind of things you do not often see in 
the magazines: 

1. We are advised that our chief battle is not against flesh and blood, but 
against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world 
and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.2 
2. We are warned about false peace – about papering over injustice rather 
than working for the Shalom – the rich, full, wholistic peace - God mandates. 
3. We are told that Christ-followers are expected to be peacemakers. This not 
only means that we help others work through their struggles, but that we avoid 
demonizing our enemies – assuming that they are evil. In fact, we are to love 
them. (Which doesn’t necessarily mean we turn our enemies into friends. That is 
what we try to do. We try to get them to think, act and vote like we do! Instead it 
means that we become the kind of person who treats an enemy like they treat a 
friend). 
4. We also find numerous suggestions encouraging us to assume that we are 
a bigger source of our problems than we think. And to stop trying to take the 
speck out of our neighbor’s eye, when we have a log in our own. 
5. And there is more, such as all the places that tell us to work particularly 
hard on the unity of the church.   

VI. There is a lot about conflict in this book – from when to get into it and how to avoid it, to 
what to do after it’s over. I want to make a few observations about conflict and Blindspots from 
Jacob. In particular, those that grow out of his wrestling match with God, which is found in 
Genesis 32.  
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A. This past week I had three days blocked off to work on the book for new 
Christians that I started back when I was on sabbatical. And I went up to Wisconsin to do 
that. And I didn’t get much done on that project for various reasons, one being that I kept 
getting sucked back into this odd passage in which Jacob wrestles with God.  
B. It is one of the strangest passages in the Bible. And interpretations abound. Some 
see Jacob wrestling with God as a metaphor for prayer. Others see it as a struggle with 
doubt. German theologian Helmut Thielicke preached a sermon on this passage during 
the battle of Stalingrad in 1943 which explores God’s goodness. The Internet is filled 
with various takes on this passage.  
C. The events it describes take place on the night before Jacob is to meet up with 
Esau for the first time since he stole Esau’s blessing and left 25 years earlier.   
D. You need to understand that Jacob is in yet another bind.  

1. He has left Laban on bad terms. Their parting words are found in Genesis 
31:49 – it’s called the Covenant of Mizpah. And it says, “May the Lord watch 
over us while we are apart.”  When I was a college pastor, students who were 
dating but not quite ready to get engaged, would often wear a necklace that had 
this verse and it was cut in two. And each would wear part of it. It was actually a 
bit of a curse.  The idea was, “May God watch over you while we are apart, 
because if I see you again, I am going to kill you.” 
2. He has that behind him when he learns that Esau is coming with a some 
friends to greet him. Well, not really friends.  Esau is headed to meet him, and he 
is bringing 400 armed men with him. It doesn’t feel like reconciliation. It feels 
like revenge. 

VII. Let me read it: Genesis 32:22ff 
A. The same night he arose and took his 2 wives, his two female servants, and his 11 
children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. He took them and sent them across the 
stream, and everything else that he had. And Jacob was left alone. And a man wrestled 
with him until the breaking of the day. When the man saw that he did not prevail against 
Jacob, he touched his hip socket, and Jacob's hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with 
him.3 Then he said, “Let me go, for the day has broken.” But Jacob said, “I will not let 
you go unless you bless me.” And he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, 
“Jacob.” Then he said, “Your name shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you 
have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed.” Then Jacob asked him, “Please 
tell me your name.” But he said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed 
him. So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God face to 
face, and yet my life has been delivered.” The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, 
limping because of his hip. 
B. So Jacob – who fears he is going to die – has taken all his stuff and divided it into 
3 groups. He has sent over 500 animals on ahead as a gift to Esau in an effort to soften 
him up.  The rest he has divided into two groups and sent in opposite directions, thinking 
that if Esau slaughters one group, he still has the other. (It’s not much of a plan. But it’s a 
plan).  
C. Now he is alone. And it is pitch dark, and while he is alone, he is jumped from 
behind and he enters into a wrestling match that goes on for hours.  
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D. I had a very brief wrestling career – in junior high. I remember three things:  1) 
the smell of the mats as I was getting my face pushed deep into them; 2) trying to lose 
four pounds over thanksgiving break. I needed to drop from 86 pounds down to 82 – and 
it didn’t happen; and 3) my amazement at how tired you could be in a three-minute 
wrestling period.  It has to be the most exhausting thing in sports. How Jacob’s wrestling 
match can go for hours is lost on me. 
E. So, they battle. But it’s not initially clear to anyone who this man is. It’s not clear 
to us – we do get a bit more about this event in Hosea 12 – and you have to think it’s not 
clear to Jacob. You have to think that his initial thought is that Esau has come for him.  
But that doesn’t make sense – Esau has 400 men, why would he come alone. But if it’s a 
robber, why doesn’t he use a knife, kill him and take what he wants. At some point, Jacob 
realizes that something else is going on. But what? 
F. Well, there are clues offered for us: 1) we are told that the man overpowers Jacob 
with just a touch. In fact, he permanently cripples him with just a touch; 2) the man warns 
Jacob that Jacob needs to let go because the sun is about to rise.” This is code for, “you 
can’t see me and live.”  Which is code for, “this is God;” and 3) when Jacob asks the 
man’s name, the man says, “You know who this is.  Who else could I be?”  
G. We all eventually realize that Jacob is wrestling with God – likely the pre-
incarnate Christ, although we are not given a lot to go on here.   
H. What we also realize is that at some point in this wrestling match, the man has let 
go of Jacob and now Jacob is holding on to him.  

VIII. As I said earlier, interpretations and observations about this passage abound 
A. Some suggest that what we are being allowed to see here is not an actual event, 
but it is a metaphor for prayer and trusting God – which can be hard to do in the dark of 
night. The suggestion is that we need to pray with more boldness, demanding that God 
bless us. 
B. Some make a fair bit out of the fact that Jacob is obsessed with getting a blessing.  
And because he didn’t feel good about how he got one from his dad, he is not going to go 
without one from God.  
C. Many talk about how God wrestles us into a changed life - breaks and exhausts us 
to get us to follow.  
D. People spend a lot of time commenting on the names that show up here – 
including the river they are next to – the Jabbok – arguing that it somehow mocks Jacob’s 
name. 

IX. I want to highlight two things in light of this series on blind spots. The first is that 
conflict is a chance for us to see our blind spots and grow. As unpleasant as conflict can be, it 
provides us with an opportunity to learn some helpful things about ourselves that we may not be 
able to see otherwise.  
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A. Think about what happens in this wrestling match. Jacob demands to be blessed. 
So how does God bless him? How does God respond to that request?  He ask Jacob his 
name?  Please realize two things: 1) God knows Jacob’s name. When God asks us a 
question, he isn’t trying to get new information for himself. He is trying to bring 
something to our attention; and 2) in Hebrew culture – in biblical times – names mean a 
lot. They carry a lot more defining freight than they do for us.  
B. So, what is special about Jacob’s name?  Well, it means “grabber,” or “clutcher.” 
Which is ironic because at that moment he is clutching on to God; and 2) it also means 
“deceiver” and “do-anything-to-get-ahead.” In the Book of Jeremiah there is a famous 
passage where we are told that “the heart is deceitful above all things.”  It essentially 
says, “the heart is Jacob” above all things. 
C. So when God asks Jacob what his name is, he is forcing “Jacob,” to confess  
about his character. It is set up as a moment of confession. It’s almost as if he says, “I’m 
guilty, your honor.”  It is also as if he forces Jacob to face his blind spot. 
D. The conflict that he is in provides an opportunity for him to see himself.  Write 
that down.   

X. A second thing that is going on here that we need to see is that the love and grace of God 
provides the backdrop we need to lower our guard enough to see ourselves clearly. I believe that 
one of the things we get from this story is a view of God’s grace that we must lean into.  We see 
it in at least two ways.  

A. For starters, there is the fact that God blesses Jacob - a selfish, scheming 
manipulative, conniving swindler, who cheats his brother and takes advantage of his 
blind, bed-ridden, dying father. You have to go pretty low to find someone as low as 
Jacob. And that is good news for you and me.  

1. I far prefer to read stories about Peter – who denies Christ – than Daniel – 
who appears to be morally blameless.  
2. People like Jacob make it clear that we do not earn God’s blessings. It is 
offered to us by a gracious God.  
3. Jacob is a bad guy.  And yet, God blesses and provides for even him. 
Jacob gives birth to twelve sons who become the twelve tribes of Israel. If the Old 
Testament was a law firm, Jacob would be a name partner. God extends his love 
to moral losers like Jacob.  

B. The second way this gets highlighted is found not only in that God gives Jacob a 
new name, but what that name is.  

1. Now, I need to be careful here. I have a family member who attends a 
church where a new pastor was just hired. I asked how he was doing and she said, 
“He keeps turning the sermons into Hebrew lessons. I do not want any Hebrew 
lessons.” So, well, let me be very brief.  
2. God changes Jacob’s name to Israel – a word made up of two smaller 
words: el is a generic term for God. Consequently, if you are in the Lake Forest 
sanctuary you can look at a lot of banners with God’s name on them that have EL 
in them:  Elohim, El-Shaddai, El-elyon, The second part of the name is sarah – to 
contend, to strive or to wrestle. 



Blind Spots 4 – Conflict 
 

Mike Woodruff © September 2019 
 

7 

3. Now when you put two words together you have to figure out is this 
subjective or objective. Is Jacob striving for God. Or is God striving.  So you look 
to context.4  And what we see there is that both are in play. Jacob is striving. But 
the key point is, God is also striving for Jacob.  
4. The new name Jacob is given is a wonderful, grace-filled promise that 
God strives for Jacob. And God strives for you.  The real story of his life—the 
story worked out in the dark, behind the scenes, was not Jacob’s futile striving to 
win, but God’s relentless, grace-filled striving to pin Jacob down by his love. 
5. The name God gives Jacob points to the length God goes to win us over 
and win us back. 

C. Tacked to the wall in front of my desk at home, is a verse I wrote out. Psalm 
143:8. It reads: Let the morning bring me word of your unfailing love, for I have put my 
trust in you. Show me the way I should go, for to you I entrust my life. 

1. I like several aspects of that Psalm, so I look at it almost every day. But 
what really grabs me is the very first part. “Let the morning bring me word of 
your unfailing love.”  I have become convinced is that what I need is the 
perspective of God’s unearned, unqualified love for me in Christ.  
2. When I get that. When I am safe in that. When I realize that I am loved 
like that, then I do not need anything else.  

XI. There is more. I am struck by the fact that: 
A. God doesn’t change Jacob’s circumstances, He sets about changing Jacob. 
B. Though Jacob is changed and changing, there is still a lot of pain to follow. In 
fact, some of the bad decisions that have been made by Jacob – and Rebecca – play out. 
(We are informed when Rebecca’s  maid dies, but nothing about his Mom. The last we 
hear from her is when she said she’d take responsibility for Jacob’s betrayal of his Dad 
and brother). We also see how Jacob’s contentious life plays on in his sons.  It seems to 
fulfill the idea that the sins of fathers play out for many generations.  
C. It all seems sad. It doesn’t seem like he learns as much as he could or should. He 
carries some blind spots forward and they cost him. 
D. But let’s not end there. We do not need to make that mistake. We need to lean 
into the grace of God so we can fully own our blind spots.  

XII. Misc / Holding 
A. Fight Club movie is an interesting set up for discussion of conflict 

1. They had rules for the fight 
B. Mouw’s book on Civility – p. 52 
C. When you see things in others you do not like, do not attack or put them on the 
defensive. State, “I am puzzled as to why you did _____. I would have thought (or I 
would prefer) ____. 

1 It is possible that as soon as they were not unified in fighting common enemies, that they turned on each 
other. Dima shared that some of the people who zealously protected him when he was a University 
student during the communist era, were the ones he had the hardest time working with as their pastor 17 
years later.  
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2 Eph. 6:12 
 
3 In his famous commentary on Genesis, Derek Kidner says, that "when God touched Jacob's socket it 
was defeat and victory all wrapped up in one." Because now Jacob will cling to God. He has no choice. 
 
4 “Some scholars argue that it is definitive. You would think that he is changing it to Yisreim-el.  Which 
suggests that He has strives with God and men and overcomes. But what he changes is to is Yisra-el – 
which is that God strives.”  
 


