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We ARE Family         January 14, 2024 

Genesis 21:1-7 

1 The LORD was attentive to Sarah just as he had said, and the LORD carried out just what 

he had promised her. 2 She became pregnant and gave birth to a son for Abraham when 

he was old, at the very time God had told him. 3 Abraham named his son — the one Sarah 

bore him — Isaac. 4 Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight days old just 

as God had commanded him. 5 Abraham was 100 years old when his son Isaac was 

born. 6 Sarah said, “God has given me laughter. Everyone who hears about it will laugh 

with me.” 7 She said, “Who could have told Abraham that Sarah would nurse sons? But 

now I’ve given birth to a son when he was old!” 

Genesis 25:21-23 

21 Isaac prayed to the LORD for his wife since she was unable to have children. The Lord 

was moved by his prayer, and his wife Rebekah became pregnant. 22 But the boys 

pushed against each other inside of her, and she said, “If this is what it’s like, why did it 

happen to me?” So she went to ask the LORD. 23 And the LORD said to her, “Two nations are 

in your womb; two different peoples will emerge from your body. One people will be 

stronger than the other; the older will serve the younger.” 

Genesis 32:22-31 

22 Jacob got up during the night, took his two wives, his two women servants, and his 

eleven sons, and crossed the Jabbok River’s shallow water. 23 He took them and 

everything that belonged to him, and he helped them cross the river. 24 But Jacob stayed 

apart by himself, and a man wrestled with him until dawn broke. 
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25 When the man saw that he couldn’t defeat Jacob, he grabbed Jacob’s thigh and tore a 

muscle in Jacob’s thigh as he wrestled with him. 26 The man said, “Let me go because the 

dawn is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I won’t let you go until you bless me.” 

27 He said to Jacob, “What’s your name?” and he said, “Jacob.” 28 Then he said, “Your 

name won’t be Jacob any longer, but Israel, because you struggled with God and with 

men and won.” 29 Jacob also asked and said, “Tell me your name.” But he said, “Why do 

you ask for my name?” and he blessed Jacob there. 30 Jacob named the place Peniel, 

“because I’ve seen God face-to-face, and my life has been saved.” 31 The sun rose as 

Jacob passed Penuel, limping because of his thigh. 

 

Today’s message, “We ARE Family,” focuses on the fact that 

we are literally God’s family. Although we might not always 

act like it and, at times, we act totally unlike God, this truth 

remains: once adopted into God’s family, we will always be a part of the family of God. 

Now, whether or not people acknowledge that they are created in the image of God, 

the fact remains, all of humanity is invited to be a part of the family of God. Today we 

begin with the birth of Isaac, born to Abraham and Sarah late in life. Two generations 

later, Esau and Jacob’s tussle in the womb spills out into all of life, tearing at the 

family. We conclude with Jacob wrestling with God, beginning him on his journey back 

into the family of God. 

  

From chapter 12 on in Genesis, the storytelling shifts to personal stories about human 

relationships. Here's the overall synopsis: human relationships are messy, we are 

imperfect, and wrestling with one another is part of the human condition. 
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Not one person in Genesis comes off smelling like a rose. All of them have their 

weaknesses, their selfish moments. Isaac, the child of promise, seems pretty indifferent 

to all this family stuff. Jacob is perhaps the greatest trickster in the whole Bible, 

cheating and stealing, wheeling and dealing his way into the family inheritance and 

then on to great wealth. And then we have Joseph and his brothers. They define 

dysfunction in the Old Testament. 

 

As bad as all of this is, in each story we find the continuing theme of forgiveness and the 

grace that facilitates this act of love. For example, Esau forgives Jacob and Joseph 

forgives his brothers. As we continue in the weeks and months ahead, again and again 

we will see forgiveness woven into the stories of God and humanity. As we enter this 

time together, let us begin with a word of prayer… 

 

Please turn with me to Genesis 21, verses 1-7. In the opening 

verses we read that God was "attentive" to Sarah, carrying 

out what God had promised to carry out. Here is another 

example of a common theme in the Bible: God is faithful. God’s sense of order is 

revealed here too as we read that Isaac was born "at the very time God has told him." 

Abraham names the boy Isaac, which means "he laughs." Sarah muses that God has 

given her the laughter of joy later in life and she now can celebrate that as many of their 

friends and family will laugh with her about this blessing. Sarah’s laughter of unbelief 

has turned into the laughter of joy over what God has done. The joy and pleasure were 

also felt by God. The 25-year promise has been fulfilled. Abraham then fulfills the rest of 

his covenant obligations as he circumcises Isaac on the 8th day. 

 

 enesis       
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Bible Year author Magrey DeVega offers some great insights 

about things to keep in mind as we are reading our Bibles. 

While in college, he found these three words to be useful as 

he read and studied and sought to apply the Bible. As a 

continuing student of the Bible, he still regularly uses these three words. Sometimes 

when we are reading only one of these applies. At other times 

maybe two or three might apply. The three words are 

prescriptive, descriptive, and predictive. 

 

Passages that are prescriptive tell us to do what the people in the Bible did. The 

example given in the podcast is when Jesus said, “Love your neighbor.” That is what he 

expected his disciples to do and that is what we are expected to do as well. In the last 

passage that we just looked at, in Genesis 21, Abraham named and then circumcised 

Isaac. That is what God had told him to do. 

 

This Genesis passage is also descriptive. Descriptive passages give us insights into who 

we are as human beings, into the complexity of God, into what it means to be alive. 

Adam and Eve’s relationship with God in the Garden describes what our relationship 

with God is supposed to be like – walking and talking with God daily. In the passage 

that we just looked at Sarah’s joy brought on by having Isaac would give us an example 

of what it means to be alive in God. 

 

Some passages are predictive. We learn something about God or about our relationship 

with God or with one another. Predictive passages tend to follow the A then B pattern. A 

common example would be one of the things that we pray in the Lord’s Prayer: “Father 

forgive us as we forgive one another.” One is contingent upon the other. 

  a re 
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In the Genesis 21 passage that we just looked at an example of predictive activity is this: 

God promised Abraham and Sarah that they would have a baby. Abraham and Sarah 

had a baby. If God promises something (A), then it will happen or will be true (B). 

 

Laughter plays a role in the next part of the story. Ishmael laughs with Isaac during the 

great feast given by Abraham to celebrate Isaac being weaned – this next step towards 

manhood. They are becoming friends. Sarah sees that to keep Ishmael in the family 

would threaten her son Isaac’s inheritance. So Sarah insists that Hagar and Ishmael 

must go away. This feels evil to Abraham – Ishmael is his son too. After being assured by 

God that Ishmael will be blessed, Abraham is then willing to send Hagar and Ishmael 

away into the wilderness. Abraham understood that it was God’s plan for Isaac to be 

the child of promise, so this must be done. This is God’s way 

of saying, we ARE family – you, me, Sarah, and Isaac. As 

Abraham sends away his flesh and blood, here we find 

another example of Abraham’s radical obedience. 

 

This radical obedience is on full display in Genesis 22. At the beginning of the week we 

read of how God tested Abraham. God directs him to offer Isaac, his only son, as a 

wholly burned offering to the Lord. The very next morning Abraham gathers the wood 

and fire and knife and heads out towards the place that God will reveal. Faithfully 

Abraham walks on, trusting in God to provide, believing in God’s plan for him, as crazy 

as it may seem. This is a test that Abraham could pass – or he could fail. The climax 

point in the story comes as he raises the knife to kill his son. Only then does God 

intervene, providing a ram for the offering. 
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Abraham grows older as Isaac becomes a young man. Nearing his death, Abraham 

sends a trusted servant back to his homeland to find a wife for his only son. To marry a 

local, someone outside of the family – that simply will not suffice. The servant travels to 

Haran and is led to a well where he meets Rebekah. She is the answer to the servant’s 

prayer. After a family meeting, she travels back to the promised land and is soon 

married to Isaac. 

 

As we turn to Genesis 25, verses 21-23, we read that Isaac prays fervently for Rebekah, 

who has now been barren for 20 years. The Lord is moved by his prayer and Rebekah 

becomes pregnant. Rebekah carries twins who violently jostle each other in her womb. 

It is so violent that Rebekah questions this "blessing." She asks herself, “If this is what 

it’s like, why did it happen to me?” This leads her to turn to 

God in prayer. God responds, saying, "Two nations are in your 

womb... One people will be stronger... the older will serve the 

younger.” Jacob will prevail over Esau, like Joseph over 

Reuben, like David over Eliab, like Moses over Aaron. This too is a Biblical theme that we 

will see again and again – God choosing the unlikely, the younger, the marginalized. 

 

As their history unfurls, the violent tussle in the womb will continue and it will go on 

even beyond their lives as Israel (or Jacob) and Edom (or Esau) will fight almost 

continually throughout their history. The fact that God states that Jacob will rule over 

Esau drives Rebekah’s decisions and actions through the rest of this family story. 

 

Early in life we see that these two who will become nations, Esau and Jacob, they are 

different. Esau is a man of the fields, a man of action, a hunter. Jacob is a man of the 

tents, quiet and thoughtful. Esau is dad’s favorite. He will clearly be a man’s man. 

 Two nations are
in your womb...

 ne people will be stronger...
the older will serve

the younger. 

  enesis      
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Esau is hardly ever home. He is always out hunting or doing something else outdoors. 

Jacob is the favorite of Rebekah. He is around the house and around her all the time. He 

has learned to cook and he likes to read and study, to think. And Rebekah knows that 

God has declared Jacob to be the one to claim the inheritance, to be the head of the 

household moving forward. This may be the biggest reason why he is her “favorite.” 

 

As the family story continues, this thinking nature of Jacob is 

what leads him to steal the birthright from Esau – for a bowl 

of stew. And the knowledge that Jacob is the one chosen by 

God is what leads Rebekah to help Jacob to trick Isaac into blessing Jacob instead of 

Esau. The end result of this deception and dishonesty is that Esau is furious. The man of 

the fields wants to kill the man of the tents. In haste, Rebekah convinces an aged and 

blind Isaac to send Jacob back to Haran to find a wife. This is a cooling off period for 

Esau. 

 

Jacob's whole life has been characterized by both struggle and blessing, in his 

relationship with God and with others. In chapters 26-32 he has run away because he 

fears Esau. He has deceived and tricked Laban, the one who gave him a home and his 

family. Jacob first marries Leah because Laban turns the tables on him, tricking the 

trickster. Finally, after 7 more years of service, Jacob marries Rebekah, his love. Jacob’s 

escape from home ends as he tricks Laban out of the best of the livestock, building his 

own wealth to the detriment of his father-in-law. Jacob knows that he is about to be in 

trouble, so he flees the scene again, heading back towards a very uncertain reunion 

with Esau. Remember, the last time they saw each other, Esau wanted to kill Jacob. 
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As he nears home, Jacob hatches yet another scheme. He sends an envoy to Esau 

asking for kindness. Then, hearing that Esau is drawing near with 400 men, Jacob fears 

the worst. He decides to send many gifts, herds and herds of livestock, on ahead to 

Esau, hoping for the best. 

 

As our passage from Genesis 32 begins, Jacob sends 

everything across the Jabbok and returns alone to the far 

side of the river. The darkness that descends fits Jacob's 

situation. And the darkness increases the fear and uncertainty that he was feeling. This 

is Jacob’s wilderness experience. Years later the Israelites will have their own 

wilderness experience. We will delve into this as we read through the book of Exodus. It 

was something the Israelites had to go through to become the people of God. Jesus had 

his own wilderness experience as he was prepared for his time of ministry. And now 

Jacob has his wilderness experience. Like it was with the Israelites, it began to prepare 

him to become who and what God had created him to be. 

 

There in the wilderness, a “man” comes and wrestles with Jacob until dawn. At dawn 

Jacob begins to realize who he is wrestling with. This is God. As dawn nears, God tears 

the muscle in Jacob's hip, but he still won't let go. Knowing who this is, Jacob won't let 

go until he is blessed. We recall that "Jacob" was the heal grabber, the deceiver, the 

usurper. Jacob now becomes “Israel” because "you struggled with God and men and 

won." Through deception or bargaining, Jacob has always prevailed. He then renames 

place Penuel, which means "the face of God." 

 

Jacob had long used God's blessings to gain more and more - by his own abilities or by 

any means necessary. In the night, God fought with this man, against this man. 

 enesis    
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Jacob fought for the blessing because he was still too proud to simply receive it. Just as 

he had all night in our passage, Jacob has fought with God for a long time – for all of his 

life, in fact. This part of Jacob's character has to be broken, it has to be surrendered, 

before he can fully receive the blessing. He is not there yet. 

 

We can relate to Jacob, can’t we? While most of us are not schemers or wheelers and 

dealers by nature, much of the time we take matters into our own hands. Instead of 

relying on God and patiently trusting in God to work out the plan that God has for our 

lives, we intervene, and we try to make things happen. Instead of seeking God’s 

direction in prayer, we decide that we know best, and we forge our way forward. 

Accordingly, we can find ourselves where Jacob found himself – fearful, uncertain, 

worried about what might happen in the morning. In those places of darkness, we too 

can wrestle with God. 

 

I chose this image for our Genesis 32 passage because it accurately portrays a reality 

that we often forget. We can too easily forget that God is much bigger than we are. 

Maybe we don’t think that God is big enough to do that thing that we long for God to 

do. Maybe we think that God is not big enough to forgive that thing that we did. Or 

maybe we do not think that God is not big enough to see us through this latest trial or 

struggle. 

 

In the morning, Jacob crosses the Jabbok and arranges his household in a specific 

order – concubines and servants first, then Leah and her children, and then Rebekah 

and her children. But instead of scheming, he is thinking of those he loves the most. 

If Esau attacks, then his beloved Rebekah just may escape. Instead of wheeling and 

dealing, Jacob goes out in front and moves forward to meet Esau. 
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Jacob bows low seven times – throwing himself on the mercy of Esau. Seeing Jacob, 

Esau runs to him, embraces him, kisses him, and weeps. Esau has completely forgiven 

his wretched brother. Here, in his brother’s face, in the open-hearted forgiveness that 

he receives, Jacob truly sees the face of God. 

 

Again, when we have forgotten how big God is or when we’ve gone on our own, 

deciding that it is the best path to get what we want, we too can find ourselves lost, in 

the darkness, scared and alone. And just as God did with Jacob, God will come to us, 

not wrestling against us but wrestling with us as we seek to discern God’s will and way 

for our lives. God will be there every time because we ARE family. As fellow beloved 

children of God, our faithful and loving and forgiving God will be right there with us, 

sometimes wrestling, sometimes leading and guiding, sometimes answering our 

prayers in ways that we do not expect. As we continue this journey of faith, may we 

always remember that we ARE a part of the family of God, 

forever beloved. For our place in this beautiful family of God, 

we say thanks be to God. Alleluia and amen. 

 

GPS – Grow, Pray, Study 

1) Grow. As we’ve seen throughout Genesis, often struggle and blessing go hand in 

hand. How have you experienced this in your life? How has it led to faith growth? 

2) Pray. Do you need God to act in your life (or in the life of a loved one)? Lift to God 

what is needed and, in faith, seek to hear God’s answer or direction. 

3) Study. Read Genesis 32:22-31 in the Message translation. (You can find it online.) 

How does this version change the stories, meanings, etc.?  


