
1 
 

 Genesis 32:24-30 (NKJV) 24Then Jacob was left alone; and a Man wrestled with him until the breaking 

of day. 25Now when He saw that He did not prevail against him, He touched the socket of his hip; and the 

socket of Jacob’s hip was out of joint as He wrestled with him. 26And He said, “Let Me go, for the day 

breaks.” But he said, “I will not let You go unless You bless me!” 27So He said to him, “What is your 

name?” He said, “Jacob.” 28And He said, “Your name shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel; for you 

have struggled with God and with men, and have prevailed.” 29Then Jacob asked, saying, “Tell me Your 

name, I pray.” And He said, “Why is it that you ask about My name?” And He blessed him there. 

30And Jacob called the name of the place Peniel: “For I have seen God face to face, and my life is 

preserved.” 

 

But Jacob in his amazement and consternation does not yet understand what these words 

mean for him. For he has not yet completely surmounted the trial of the man which he has 

sustained until now in all its severity with no other idea but that he would have to perish and die. 

For such apparitions take place in the manner in which he who is tried feels or as the weak flesh 

thinks. For it is necessary that both things should be done and felt—the mortification of the 

flesh and the quickening of the Spirit, as is often stated in Holy Scripture (cf. Ps. 118:21): “I 

thank Thee that Thou hast humbled me and become my salvation,” and likewise (1 Sam. 2:6): 

“The Lord kills and brings to life; He brings down to Sheol and raises up.” These are works of 

God. 

When Jacob therefore struggles with weakness of faith and does not cling to the 

promise firmly enough but wavers somewhat according to the flesh and has doubts about 

God’s will, as the flesh is accustomed to do, then there appears to him the gloomy face of 

God, struggling with him and desiring to kill him. The same happens to all who are tried 

when they do not rejoice in the goodness of God which has been clearly perceived but shudder at 

God’s wrath and are terrified. Here all things seem to threaten instant death, all things are black, 

cloudy, gloomy, unfavorable, and mournful in heaven and on earth. Neither the sun nor the moon 

shines forth because the heart, over-whelmed in the flesh, is dying, and when that is dead, all 

things fall into ruin. So Jacob, still having a spark of the Spirit left which is living in him, 

fights and strives in great weakness, which is nevertheless very strong, as has been stated 

above. 

These are hidden and wonderful things and known only to those who have the promises, in 

which they are vexed and humbled. Nevertheless, in that humiliation they come forth as victors 

even over God Himself. For that man says: “I am God and man whom you have 

conquered.” But in the struggle Jacob does not understand nor does he see his fortitude 

because of that weakness, but he begins to ask: “Who are you? Tell me your name, since, 

indeed, you say that I am the conqueror of GOD and men.” Here the wrestler reveals 

himself as God and man. But Jacob does not yet understand, and he is still submerged in 

darkness, the sun not yet having arisen for him. He still adheres to the thought that his 

adversary is threatening him with death. Yet, because he hears that he is victorious, he 

says: “I would like to know who you are, for you have struggled with me to take my life 

from me and yet you acknowledge that you are conquered.” 

But the wrestler conceals his identity and leaves him in uncertainty and doubt. The image of 

this man is represented to Jacob in accordance with Jacob’s feelings. Jacob does not understand, 

and so the man does not reply to the question about the name, as though he meant to say: “I told 

you already previously that you have struggled and prevailed with God and men, and from this 

you should have gathered who I am.” He does not want to tell him his name but proceeds to 

tempt, vex, and instruct him. But if Jacob had had a grip on himself and clouds were not 

obscuring the light of the sun, he would have understood more easily what was meant by being a 
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conqueror of God and men. To be sure, he understands the words, but he does not 

comprehend the matter itself because he does not know that this is the Lord. He thinks: 

“Well, who are you, in whom I have conquered God and man?” But at length there follow the 

epiphanies of the Lord when He blesses him. Then, laying aside the mask, He manifests Himself, 

namely, that the wrestler is God and Man, who would at length manifest Himself in our flesh and 

whom the Jews would crucify. 

But what the blessing was Moses did not describe. Undoubtedly, it was that by which the 

fathers were blessed: “In your Seed all the nations will be blessed, etc. It is I, O Jacob, who have 

blessed you and will bless you.” Therefore what Jacob could not see formerly when he was still a 

man but investigated and sought in doubt and uncertainty he understands and sees with great joy 

from the Word and blessing. “It is surely not You, my heavenly Father and Lord?” he 

thinks. “I thought that You were a specter or a man. Then You are the One who has 

blessed me, my father Isaac, and my grandfather Abraham?” 

This is the joyful climax of this contest. For now Jacob returns from hell to heaven, from 

death to life. It was certainly a very fierce and difficult ἀγών (“contest”) which he had hitherto 

sustained. So he gives thanks to God and confesses his distress. Now he no longer wants this 

place to retain its former name but calls it Peniel, as though he meant to say: “It should not 

be called a struggle or vision of hell but a vision of God.” Therefore he says: “I HAVE 

SEEN THE LORD FACE TO FACE.” “And now I see clearly,” he says, “that the wrestler 

who tested me was God Himself. Why was I so terrified? Why was I so alarmed? I did not 

know that this was the Lord my God.” 

Without any controversy we shall say that this man was not an angel but our Lord Jesus 

Christ, eternal God and future Man, to be crucified by the Jews. He was very familiar to the 

holy fathers and often appeared to them and spoke with them. He exhibited Himself to the 

fathers in such a form that He might testify that He would at some time dwell with us in the 

form of human flesh. 

This true explanation has not been discovered by us or taken over from others, but the man 

himself manifests himself by giving the name Israel to Jacob, and at this point Jacob says: “I 

have seen the Lord face to face.” He Himself, our Lord Jesus Christ, tested Jacob not to destroy 

him but to confirm and strengthen him and that in this fight he might more correctly learn the 

might of the promise. Indeed, He added this strength and power to Jacob that he might conquer 

and joyfully praise the vision of the Lord. 

In the grips of tribulation and the struggle itself he did not speak thus, just as others under the 

cross are never in the habit of uttering such happy and joyful words. But those who are godly and 

spiritual must nevertheless maintain the struggle and reach the point where they see the face of 

God, as was said previously concerning the woman of Canaan. She had seen and heard Christ, 

and when He withdrew into a house to conceal Himself, she followed Him there and pressed on 

until she succeeded in storming Christs heart, which was too obstinate, it seemed, in repelling 

her. Having conquered in such a struggle, we can with the patriarch Jacob congratulate ourselves 

and boast that we have seen Peniel, that is, the face of the Lord. For in this way Jacob both 

attests the difficulty of the struggle which he had experienced and his joy; and he wants to say: 

“Good God, in what great troubles and difficulties I have been involved, and in what great 

consternation! But thanks be to God, for I have now withstood the struggle and am safe! My soul 

has been freed and rescued from these troubles, and now I give thanks to the Lord my God.” 
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31. And he limped because of his thigh. 

32. Therefore to this day the Israelites do not eat the sinew of the thigh which is upon the hollow 

of the thigh, because he touched the hollow of Jacob’s thigh on the sinew of the hip. 

When the struggle has ended, the patriarch feels the pain in his thigh. But consolation 

comes to him, the sun of heaven, or the face of God and the light of the sun, the natural light of 

day; heaven and earth is pure light for him. But in this place he speaks about the sinew, of which 

he made no mention above; for he only mentioned the joint. Here he adds the sinew because the 

joints are surrounded by very strong sinews. In German we have translated die spanader 

(“sinews”). The Jews do not eat them, but the Germans have no aversion for them; indeed, many 

regard them as delicacies. 

But what the Hebrew word ה  properly signifies I do not really know. The proper name נָשֶׁ

Manasseh has been derived from this word, that is, “forgetting.” Even among the Jews there is 

no agreement about the meaning of the word. Certain people interpret it as the “sinew of 

forgetfulness,” as though you were to say that he forgot his place on account of the dislocation. 

But these are Jewish ideas, that is, inept and foul. For the Jews invent rocky and rough 

etymologies. Others have rendered it as “the sinews of contraction,” which is a better 

explanation. For it regularly contracts and expands, and in this manner the foot is moved. I think 

that it is derived from the verb נָשָה, which signifies to raise, so that it means the sinew raised 

over the thigh. But I make no firm statement on the matter. Jerome does not translate correctly 

when he says that the nerve withered away in the thigh. For Moses wants to say that it was 

moved from its place, and very acute pain usually follows a dislocation. But this is what Moses 

says, namely, that the sinew in Jacob’s thigh was touched. 

This is the story and simple meaning of this passage, which has been treated to the best of 

our ability, and I hope that it will also be plain to others. Now the allegorical meaning also 

should be touched upon. But I have often said that allegories are dangerous in the explanation of 

Holy Scripture because one man follows this procedure, another man another procedure; some 

men put down one foundation, others another, and sometimes they build gold thereon and at 

another time stubble (cf. 1 Cor. 3:12). Augustine has well said: “A figure proves nothing.”38 So 

in the asserting and confirming of the dogmas of our faith, allegories or other figures are of no 

avail, but there is need of proofs and testimonies which are taken from the sources of Holy 

Scripture themselves. For any man, according to his own liking, can either interpret or imagine 

figures and allegories. So they have nothing sure and certain. Nevertheless, they can be adduced 

as lights and ornaments to adorn and illustrate doctrine or the literal meaning, as Paul in Gal. 

4:22 adduces the example of Abraham, Hagar, and Sarah to adorn and illustrate the doctrine of 

justification by faith and the doctrine concerning the two testaments. When the allegory agrees 

with the doctrine and its assertion,39 it is a very beautiful adornment and, if I may say so, 

seasoning of doctrine. 

However, in illustrating the example which is set before us in this story, we shall still wait 

longer before we treat the allegory. For first the literal meaning should precede as the foundation 

of the allegory. It is an outstanding and very salutary example, which should be set before the 

church with special care. For we are reminded here that in our life we should prepare ourselves 

in the same manner and learn to recognize the church of God in that picture of Jacob’s struggle. 

For God hides the church and also our salvation under a dark and horrible cover, to which we 

must become accustomed so that we do not despair or fall into unbelief even in the greatest 

dangers and adversities which are thrown in our way by Satan, the world, or God Himself. For 

Paul says in Col. 3:3: “Your life is hid with Christ in God.” This is the sum and substance of this 
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example. We do not live in the flesh, or, even though we have our habitation in it, we 

nevertheless do not live according to it. Nor do we render service to the wisdom and 

righteousness of the flesh and much less to avarice, wrath, and usury; such are not our arms. But 

while we have our habitation in the flesh, we live by the faith of the Son of God. For I know no 

other life but that I believe in the Father Almighty and our Lord Jesus CHRIST, His Son, who 

suffered for me, etc. 

But these things are not seen? They are truly hidden in God, but in such a way that the devil 

is not able to remove this life or tear it away, however hidden it may be. For we are not praised, 

honored, or joyful in the flesh, but we are mortified, we die, suffer, and are perplexed, loaded 

with insults, spit upon and regarded as the worst of all men, whom, if they could, they would 

remove as heretics and criminals with fire and sword. Are not these experiences an oppressive lid 

on this life? But under these there lies concealed a beautiful and precious gem which is called: “I 

believe in the Son of God.” 

For just as our head, Christ, is hidden in God, so the church lies hidden under these lids, 

and in the world it is necessary for her to put up with being called seditious, error-ridden, 

heretical, the off-scourings of the very worst men who have ever lived. These reproaches she 

endures; they are her beautiful precious stones which she wears on earth, her jewels and golden 

chain. These are her gems and her most beautiful and precious jewels, with which God adorns 

her in this life. So in this example a picture is drawn of how God tempts us privately and the 

whole church according to the example of Jacob. For He wrestles with her and conducts Himself 

like an adversary and enemy who wishes to forsake, cast away, and indeed destroy her.1 
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