
Wrestling With God – How Does Prayer Work?

1. Warm up: Jeff described the Bean Boozled game promoted by Jelly Bellies where
there are different colored jelly beans that can either taste really good or really bad.
Jeff cited the game as an example of something people do that they both love and hate
at the same time.  What’s something that you both love and hate?

2. Our Bible story this week is kinda like the Bean Boozled game.  On the one hand,
people love it because it’s so intriguing.  On the other hand, people hate it because it
raises complicated questions about how prayer works.  The story takes place when
Jacob decides to return home after living in exile for 20 years to avoid being killed by
his brother Esau.  But now Jacob was longing for home and hoping his brother’s
anger had mellowed.  When Jacob got close to his home, he sent messengers ahead of
him to let Esau know he was returning and gauge Esau’s reaction.  The messengers
reported back that Esau was coming for Jacob with 400 men.  Jacob panicked, sent
his family into hiding, and waited to see what his brother would do.  That’s where we
pick up the story.  Read Genesis 32:22-31, as printed on p. 3.

a. In a stark, poetic phrase, verse 24 tells us “Jacob was left alone.”  Life was finally
catching up to him.  The next morning he was going to see his brother again and
his brother might well kill him.  Jacob waited alone in the dark.  Ever been there?
When have you felt terribly alone and overcome with a sense of dread?

b. While alone in the darkness Jacob encountered a man he’s never seen before.
Verse 24 says, “[The] man wrestled with him until daybreak.”  We’re not told how
or why the struggle started.  What are the possibilities?  Who might have started
the struggle and why?

c. At some point in this long struggle, Jacob seemed to realize that the stranger was
no ordinary human, but rather God appearing to him in human form – at which
point Jacob decided to not let go until God blessed him.  Why do you think God
didn’t use supernatural power to break Jacob’s grip and get away?

d. Verse 28 describes the gist of the blessing God gave Jacob: “You shall no longer
be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and
have prevailed.”  What’s your understanding of the meaning of that blessing?
What were the implicit promises embedded in it?

3. This story raises deep questions about our interactions with God through prayer.
Jacob’s refusal to let go seems to have caused God to do something that God had not
otherwise planned to do, i.e., grant Jacob a blessing. Does that mean our prayers, if
insistent enough, can get God to do things God hadn’t planned to do?  Can we
actually change God’s mind?  In this story and others, the Bible seems to say yes. To
help us understand how this might work, Jeff told the story of how his sister and
brother-in-law yielded to their daughter Jackie’s repeated pleas for a dog when they
finally realized how much that would mean to her.  They change their minds, and
adjusted their plans, because they loved her and cared about the desires of her heart.
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a. Jeff suggested that’s how our prayers can sometimes change God’s mind about
how things should happen.  Your thoughts?  Do you buy that?  Why or why not?

b. Read the words of Jesus in Matthew 7:7-11, printed on p. 3.  What do we learn
from this passage?  Does it mean we can get anything we want from God if we
ask enough?  If not, what then does it mean?

4. The idea that our prayers can sometimes change God’s mind seems odd.  If God is
sovereign and knows what’s going to happen before it ever happens, how can
anything ever happen that represents a change in God’s preexisting plan?  How can
the plans of an all knowing, all wise God ever change without implicitly indicating
that the original plan was not perfect?  Jeff suggested the answer may be found in
better understanding how the timelessness of God intersects with our finite
space-time reality.  He used black holes as an example. He quoted a scientist who
said, “If you were to be truly at the center of a black hole where gravity is infinite,
then time would stop compared to the world outside the black hole.  So in a fraction
of a second while you’re inside the black hole, eternity has passed outside the black
hole.”

a. If what the scientist says is true, what does that suggest about the difference in
how we experience time down here on earth versus how an eternal God
experiences time – and how the two different perspectives intersect?

b. II Peter 3:8 says, “With the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand
years are like one day.”  What does that mean?

c. Jeff summed up his view this way: “What if from God’s perspective everything
that has ever happened or will ever happened is occurring in the eternal moment,
spontaneously in accordance with a plan made in the eternal moment in
consultation with us in prayer.  So that what feels to us down here like a plan
made before the beginning of time that is methodically carried out over millennia
and sometimes appears to change, to God feels like it’s all happening in the
eternal present where what feels like change to us is no change at all.  And prayer
is where space-time meets eternity and we get to briefly step into the eternal
present with God where the plan is being made and have input into that plan.”
Critique that statement.  What do you like about it?  What do you dislike?

5. Although we may never fully understand how prayer works, the Bible nevertheless
teaches that our prayers do have the ability to influence God and sometimes even
change outcomes because God cares about what we think.  Therefore, dogged
persistence in prayer matters.  So, if you feel something is right, if you sense what
you’re asking for is good and important, you should take hold of it in prayer and
never let go unless and until you sense God has given a definitive no.

a. Have you ever experienced a wonderful answer to prayer after a long, long time
of asking and waiting?  What happened?  How did that feel?
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b. What’s something right now that you feel led to grab hold of in prayer and not let
go until God gives you an answer?

Genesis 32:22-31

22 The same night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two
maids, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the
Jabbok. 23He took them and sent them across the stream, and
likewise everything that he had. 

24Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until
daybreak. 25When the man saw that he did not prevail against
Jacob, he struck him on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out
of joint as he wrestled with him. 26Then the man said, “Let me go,
for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless
you bless me.” 27So the man said to him, “What is your name?” And
he said, “Jacob.” 28Then the man said, “You shall no longer be called
Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with
humans, and have prevailed.” 

29Then Jacob asked him, “Please tell me your name.” But the man
said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed
him. 30So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, “For I have seen God
face to face, and yet my life is preserved.” 31The sun rose upon him
as he passed Peniel, limping because of his hip.

Matthew 7:7-11

7 Jesus said, “Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will
find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. 8For everyone who
asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone
who knocks, the door will be opened. 

9Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will
give a stone? 10Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? 11If
you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your
children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good
things to those who ask!”
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