“When God Won't Let You Walk Away the Same”
The Rev. S. Shane Nanney ~ August 2, 2026
Genesis 32:22-31 and Matthew 14:13-21

There was a man who decided it was finally time to get in shape.
The first morning he got up at 6:30, stretched, walked outside...and
immediately found himself in a standoff with a squirrel. For reasons
known only to him, he became convinced the squirrel was mocking
him. He yelled, "Go on!" The squirrel just stared.

So, he tried to jog around it, tripped over the curb, landed in the
neighbor's bushes, and spent the next twenty minutes explaining he
wasn't stealing tomatoes. Sometimes that's how change begins.
Not with a glorious victory. Not with a mountaintop experience.
Sometimes it begins flat on your face in someone else's shrubbery.

Jacob knows something about that. For twenty years he has been
running. Running from Esau. Running from his past. Running from the
man he had become. His very name tells the story: Jacob. Heel
grabber. Deceiver. In the ancient world, a name wasn't simply what
people called you. It was your identity. Every time someone called,
"Jacob," they were also saying, "There goes the trickster." "There
goes the manipulator." Jacob had become exactly who his name said
he was.

Then comes this strange night beside the Jabbok River. Jacob sends
away his family, his servants, his possessions, everything. And
suddenly...he is alone. It is amazing what happens when there is no
one left to impress. No one left to manipulate. No one left to distract
us from ourselves.

That is often where God meets us. Not in the noise. Not in the
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applause. But in those quiet moments when we can no longer outrun
ourselves. Then comes the wrestling match. The text never fully
explains who the stranger is. An angel? A messenger? God Himself?
Perhaps the mystery is intentional. Because what Jacob is really
wrestling is everything he has carried for twenty years. His fear. His
guilt. His shame. His need to control. The old Jacob. Most of us think
our greatest struggles are with other people.

But if we're honest...our deepest wrestling matches happen inside us.
We wrestle grief, addiction, disappointment, loneliness, and the gap
between who we are and who God is calling us to become. And here's
the remarkable thing. God doesn't avoid the struggle. He enters it.
Toward morning God asks an odd question. "WHAT IS YOUR NAME?"
Of course, God knows his name. The question isn't for God's benefit.
It's for Jacob's. For perhaps the first time in his life, Jacob tells the
truth. "l am Jacob." "l am the deceiver." "I am the one who has spent
my life pretending." Confession begins here. Not because God needs
the information. But because transformation begins when we finally
stop pretending. Then comes one of the most beautiful moments in
all of Scripture.

God says, "YOUR NAME SHALL NO LONGER BE JACOB, BUT ISRAEL."
Names in Scripture are never just labels. They are identities. For most
of his life Jacob had lived as the deceiver. The manipulator. The one
who believed blessings had to be stolen. His whole life had been built
on one assumption: "If | don't take care of myself, nobody else will."
But God says, "That is no longer who you are." God doesn't ask Jacob
to earn his new name. He gives it before Jacob has done one thing to
deserve it.

That is grace.
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God always names us according to what grace can make us—not
according to what guilt has made us. God has always seen people not
only as they are...but as they can become. We define people by their
worst chapter. God insists on writing another chapter. Now notice the
name God chooses. Israel. "ONE WHO STRUGGLES WITH GOD."

God chooses a name that remembers the struggle. Why? Because
struggle is not the opposite of faith. Struggle is often where faith is
born. The text tells us God touched Jacob's hip. But | think we
sometimes spend too much time talking about Jacob's hip and not
enough time talking about Jacob's heart. The greater miracle wasn't
the limp. The greater miracle was the new man. When Esau met him
the next day, he didn't simply meet someone who walked differently.
He met a brother who spoke differently. Who bowed instead of
manipulating. Who gave instead of taking. That is grace.

Grace doesn't simply forgive us. Grace transforms us. As Paul says,
"IF ANYONE IS IN CHRIST, THEY ARE A NEW CREATION." | wonder
how many of us are still answering to names God stopped using years
ago. ""The failure." "The addict." "The angry one." "The one who
wasn't good enough." Those may describe something that happened
to us. But they are not the names God speaks over us.

The world says, "You are what you've done." God says, "You are who
| say you are."

There was once a woman who had every reason to become bitter.
Her husband died young. She buried a child. Cancer came twice.

Yet she became the person everyone sought when life fell apart
because she knew how to sit with hurting people. One day she said,
"I wouldn't wish my journey on anyone. But if my pain helps someone
believe God hasn't abandoned them, then maybe God has redeemed

something."
. ________________________________________________________________________________________________|
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That was her limp. Not a mark of defeat. A mark of grace. So perhaps
the question this morning isn't, "What are you wrestling with?"
Perhaps the deeper question is, "What name are you still living
under?" Because some of us have crossed the river... but we're still
introducing ourselves as Jacob. Still believing the worst thing we've
ever done is the truest thing about us. Still living under the shame
Christ has already forgiven. Once heaven calls you by a new name...
you don't have to keep answering the old one. Friends...that's Jacob.
That's Israel. That's every one of us. We all come to God carrying an
old name. God meets us in the struggle—not to condemn us, but to
bless us. The greatest miracle isn't that Jacob wrestled with God. The
greatest miracle is that God refused to let Jacob remain Jacob. By
grace, God names us NOT by our worst day...but by His best work.

Not by who we have been...but by who we are becoming.

And once you know what it is like to be renamed by grace, you begin
to look at every other person differently. You stop seeing people
only by where they've been. You begin seeing them as God already
does— people whose best chapter may still be waiting to be written.
Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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