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Faith In the Foxhole
There’s an old aphorism that says:
There are no atheists in foxholes.
Now, I may need to explain that for some folks. As
generations change, we tend to forget that some people have
only known warfare in terms of long-range missiles, and air
strikes, and abstract numbers of “ground troops” in some
far-off desert place.
A “foxhole” is — well, literally it’s the underground den
of a fox.  But metaphorically, it’s the name
that’s given to a hole in the ground that is
used by those ground troops as a shelter
against enemy fire or as an offensive firing
point.
And, as the saying goes, “there are no atheists in
foxholes.”
We’re not sure who said the phrase first. Different
sources attribute it to several different people, from a
military Chaplain named William Cummings to a
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Lieutenant Colonel named Warren Clear, both in a field
during the Battle of Bataan in 1942. But, really, there’s no
firsthand witness to either account. Besides, there are
variations of the quote that go back much earlier to World
War One. But there’s also a similar sentiment in the Laws,
the dialogue of Plato around the 4th century BC. (So maybe
it’s a really old idea!)
There are no atheists in foxholes.
We move through life, desperately seeking
predictability and safety and comfort, investing our
resources and efforts in order to establish and protect
environments that are familiar and desirable.
But when it all breaks loose, when chaos takes over,
when we reach the end of ourselves and feel frightened and
powerless, suddenly belief in God becomes a very real
option. We get to the point where we think “only God can
help me.” And that’s not a bad thing. God does his best work
when everything seems impossible. 
What may start as “wishful thinking” in a foxhole
moment can quickly become a turning point in life… because
God has this beautiful way of showing up.
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Jacob’s Foxhole
This morning, as we continue our exploration of what
the Bible says about prayer — about our one-on-one, heartto-heart conversations with God — we’re going to look at a
very significant “foxhole prayer” in the Old Testament.
The story is found in Genesis 32, and centers around a
guy named Jacob.
Just to bring everyone up to speed, Jacob is the
grandson of Abraham. God had chosen grandpa Abraham to
establish a nation for himself among all the other nations of
the world. God wanted to use Abraham and his descendants
to show how life was supposed to work with God in charge,
with God as king. And, ultimately, through the descendant of
Abraham, God would bring salvation for all mankind.
So God established a covenant with Abraham, which
was passed along to his son Isaac, and then passed along to
his grandson, Jacob…
…Wait. That’s not quite right. Jacob kind of stole his
ticket into the covenant of his grandfather. You see, Jacob’s
name means “trickster”… and he certainly lived up to it. He
used deception to take all of the best blessings from his older
twin brother, Esau. (I like to think of Jacob as kind of a
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“Californian Goldrush” guy — always trying to get something
for nothing.)
God had actually promised Jacob the right of the
firstborn; his mother knew it and told him so. But Jacob
wasn’t the kind of guy to let God work things out in God’s
timing and manner, so he became a liar and a cheat.
Well, as you can imagine, brother Esau wasn’t that
happy about being tricked out of what he thought was
rightfully his. And Jacob, like all sneaky people who work in
the shadows, was always looking over his shoulder
wondering when his tricky deeds would catch up with him.
Well, in Genesis 32 it all caught up with him. (Actually,
it had been kind of catching up with him for a while, though I
wonder if he made the connection. Jacob, the trickster, was
tricked by his to-be father-in-law… and it cost Jacob dearly.
And because of some of the miraculous blessings of God to
Jacob as heir of the Covenant, there was bad blood between
Jacob and his father-in-law, not to mention between Jacob’s
wives, and eventually between all his kids… his family was a
real mess!)
But as we get to Genesis 32, Jacob was on a roll trying to
set things right with some of the people that had
experienced conflict with him. And the biggest conflict of
them all was with brother Esau. So, after being away for
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many years (part of “what goes around comes around” with
his father-in-law), Jacob is on his way back to the homeland.
He knows that he’ll have to deal with his brother at some
point, so Jacob decides he’s going to take the first step and
reach out to Esau.
He gets to this place along the way, and God sends
divine messengers to meet him there. We’re not told what
takes place between Jacob and those angels, but it was
enough for Jacob to know that God was up to something in
that place. God was there. So it seems like a good place to
reach out to Esau.
Then Jacob sent messengers ahead to his brother,
Esau, who was living in the region of Seir in the land
of Edom. He told them, “Give this message to my
master Esau:” (Genesis 32:3–4 NLT)
(“My master.” Way to butter the guy up, Jacob. )
“‘Humble greetings from your servant Jacob. Until
now I have been living with Uncle Laban, and now I
own cattle, donkeys, flocks of sheep and goats, and
many servants, both men and women. I have sent
these messengers to inform my lord of my coming,
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hoping that you will be friendly to me.’” (Genesis 32:4–
5 NLT)

“Hey, brother Esau! It’s me, Jacob! I’m coming home. I’ve
been super-prosperous while I’ve been gone, and I’m the kind
of guy you’re going to want to be friends with. So… whadda ya
say?”
And it didn’t take long for Esau to send a message back
to Jacob:
The messengers returned to Jacob and reported,
“We met your brother, Esau, and he is already on
his way to meet you—with an army of 400 men!”
(Genesis 32:6 NLT)

Uh oh. That can’t be good. Even though Esau was denied
the family blessings, he had prospered, too. Esau even had an
army of his own… and they were marching toward Jacob.
Naturally…
Jacob was terrified at the news. (Genesis 32:7 NLT)
This was Jacob’s foxhole. This was his moment of fear
and panic.
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Perhaps some of us can identify with that. Maybe you’ve
had seasons of your life when you sort of pushed the
envelope. You took matters into your own hands to see how
far you could go. Maybe your prayers were kind of all dried
up during that time, because you didn’t really want to talk to
God, because you kind of knew what he would say.
Perhaps you were a little paranoid, waiting for
everything to fall apart, looking over your shoulder,
scrambling to keep a secret, putting safeguards in place,
feeling proud of yourself as if your own skills and effort
brought about your blessing.
Or maybe you didn’t even see it coming. Maybe you
assumed everything was okay and didn’t realize how selfreliant you had become. But then disaster creeps up on the
horizon. Your sense of security and control melts away. You
hunker down in an emotional foxhole, quickly realizing how
very vulnerable you really are.
Your heart races. Your mind races, scrambling to
consider all your options. You lay awake at night with this
gnawing sense of panic.
Then you understand what Jacob was going through.
Doom was on its way, and Jacob felt desperate. In fact,
he quickly came up with a plan that assumed the worst. He
divided up his own family and servants and livestock into
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two separate camps. (Which, as an aside, is kind of a biblical
irony here. You see, when Jacob camped in that place, and
when God sent angels to camp there with him, Jacob
renamed that place Mahanaim which means “two camps” —
Jacob’s and God’s. And it became the meeting place for two
camps — Jacob’s and Esau’s. But first, in the place called
“two camps,” Jacob turns his own household into two camps.
He thought, “If Esau meets one group and attacks it,
perhaps the other group can escape.” (Genesis 32:8 NLT)

The Foxhole Prayer
And, on that fearful day, deep in his foxhole, Jacob
prayed. Listen carefully to the words of Jacob here. I’m going
to share the prayer in its entirety.
“O God of my grandfather Abraham, and God of my
father, Isaac—O LORD, you told me, ‘Return to your
own land and to your relatives.’ And you promised
me, ‘I will treat you kindly.’” (Genesis 32:9 NLT)
“I am not worthy of all the unfailing love and
faithfulness you have shown to me, your servant.
When I left home and crossed the Jordan River, I
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owned nothing except a walking stick. Now my
household fills two large camps!” (Genesis 32:10 NLT)
“O LORD, please rescue me from the hand of my
brother, Esau. I am afraid that he is coming to
attack me, along with my wives and children.” (Genesis
32:11 NLT)

“But you promised me, ‘I will surely treat you
kindly, and I will multiply your descendants until
they become as numerous as the sands along the
seashore—too many to count.’” (Genesis 32:12 NLT)
And then we read that Jacob spent the night there.
Jacob’s prayer is interesting to me precisely because it
follows some of the ideas that we’ve been learning about
prayer for the past month or so, looking at various prayers
throughout the Bible.
Does Jacob pray with a sense of surrender to God? Does
he seek God’s name being honored, God’s will being
accomplished? In a sense, yes.


He prays to the “God of his grandfather Abraham and
the God of his father Issac.”
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He calls God the great “I AM” (using the covenant
name of God centuries before the Lord offered that
title for Moses to use at the burning bush).
And Jacob acknowledges that God is the source of his
prosperity. Whereas once Jacob relied upon his wits
and his scheming (and the scheming of his mother) to
get ahead in life, at least in this foxhole moment of
prayer, he realizes that all he has is because of God’s
kindness.

So, yes, Jacob’s prayer is one of surrender.
And it’s one of dependence as well. Of course it is. He’s
in a foxhole here. He sees no way out. He fears that Esau is
coming with an army to wipe him out. “Save me,” Jacob cries.
“I need you, God.”
And sometimes that’s the purest, most honest, most
surrendered, most dependent prayer we can ever offer to
the Lord:
Help!
Hey, God gets it. God loves it when we cry out to him this
way.
The truth is that God’s design for our lives is that we
will all reach the end of ourselves at some point. Yeah,
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people spend their whole lives fighting that moment,
running from this sense of vulnerability, struggling to
survive independently.
But God wants to bring us to a point of death — well,
not physical death. That’s the result of sin; it’s part of the
consequence from the choice back in Eden. But God is eager
for us to die to ourselves. To give up being independent. To
admit that we’re vulnerable, that we’re helpless, that we
need him.
I spoke with a guy recently who is celebrating a decade
of sobriety, and we talked about the impact that the 12 Steps
have made on his life. Not biblical commands, mind you, but
definitely decisions that capture the heart of what God is
looking for in us all.
1.

Admitting that we’re powerless, and that we can’t
manage our own lives.

2.

Recognizing that a Power greater than ourselves is our
only hope.

3.

Making a decision to surrender our choices and our lives
to the care of God.

That’s where the process begins. That’s “foxhole” stuff
there… and it’s a good thing. It’s a cry for help. And it’s where
God wants to lead all of us eventually.
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Matters Into His Own Hands
…If only we could stay there… in that place of surrender
and dependence and honesty.
Unfortunately, all-too-often, we cry out to God for help
— such a beautiful prayer! — but then we grab it away from
God and take matters into our own hands again.
We pray… but do we trust?
For Jacob, after praying and spending the night, after
relying upon God to save him from Esau, he wakes up the
next morning and prepares to save himself.
He chooses a whole bunch of livestock — 440 goats and
sheep and rams, 30 milking camels and their calves, 40 cows,
10 bulls, 30 donkeys. He divided them up into three groups
and sent them ahead of him as gifts for his brother. Each of
the three groups of livestock would arrive, one after the
other, accompanied by a messenger telling Esau that they
are a gift from his brother.
Jacob thought, “I will try to appease him by sending
gifts ahead of me. When I see him in person,
perhaps he will be friendly to me.” (Genesis 32:20 NLT)
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Now, I said that Jacob was trying to take matters into his
own hands. He had prayed and given it to God, but didn’t
really trust God to take care of him. Such foolishness.
Because, as we read a little later, when Esau finally
meets up with Jacob,
Esau ran to meet him and embraced him, threw his
arms around his neck, and kissed him. And they
both wept. (Genesis 33:4 NLT)
Esau asked what was up with the three waves of
livestock, and Jacob explained that he was hoping to win
over Esau’s favor. (Always the manipulator. Always the
trickster.) But Esau assured Jacob that he had been blessed
by God, too, and didn’t need a barn-load of presents.
You see, here’s the deal. Jacob was in a foxhole. He
prayed. He asked God to take care of him. And God did. God
was busy writing the story of Jacob’s life, and he wasn’t
nearly finished yet. So while Jacob was organizing all the
animals, God had already soothed Esau’s anger toward his
brother. It was already a done deal. Jacob’s efforts merely
wasted time and got in the way.
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The Folly of Wrestling
I guess there’s another really key part of prayer — of
our heart-to-heart conversations with God.






Our prayers need to surrender ourselves to God’s
glory and his agenda.
Our prayers need to express our ongoing dependence
upon God on a day-to-day basis.
And our prayers need to trust God. Even if the
circumstances seem dire. Even if nothing makes
sense. Even if disaster is inevitable.

Because God really is good. He really does love us. That
doesn’t mean that we’ll always be comfortable, that we’ll
always be safe, that we’ll always be healed. But it does mean
that he will do what’s best for us and what’s best for his
honor. Always.
If we fight that… if we pray sincerely and then struggle
fiercely… we’re just gonna get hurt.
Which, by the way, is what happened to Jacob. It’s a
pretty famous story, and it changes his life forever.
You see, Jacob prayed. The next day he took matters in
his own hands and dispatched the livestock. And then, that
night, he literally wrestled with God.
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Let me read you the story. (I’m going to read it from
Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of Genesis in The Message.)
Having sent his family to the other side of a river to await
Esau’s army…
But Jacob stayed behind by himself, and a man
wrestled with him until daybreak. When the man
saw that he couldn’t get the best of Jacob as they
wrestled, he deliberately threw Jacob’s hip out of
joint. The man said, “Let me go; it’s daybreak.”
Jacob said, “I’m not letting you go ’til you bless me.”
The man said, “What’s your name?” He answered,
“Jacob.” The man said, “But no longer. Your name is
no longer Jacob. From now on it’s Israel (GodWrestler); you’ve wrestled with God and you’ve
come through.” Jacob asked, “And what’s your
name?” The man said, “Why do you want to know
my name?” And then, right then and there, he
blessed him. Jacob named the place Peniel (God’s
Face) because, he said, “I saw God face-to-face and
lived to tell the story!” (Genesis 32:24–30 The Message)
It’s funny. The emphasis for Jacob is that he lived to tell
the story. But the emphasis for me is that he was with God
face-to-face.
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(By the way, whether this nighttime wrestler was an
angel as God’s representative, or whether it was some
physical manifestation of God himself, or whether it was
some pre-incarnate theophany of Jesus, we don’t know.
That’s the stuff theologians like to debate, and our only clue
is the somewhat subjective conclusion of Jacob himself.)
Yet, without a doubt, Jacob wrestled with God because
God would identify him by this new name. In fact, God would
identify all of his descendants by this new name: “Israel” —
forever “wrestling with God.” Saying that they trust him, yet
not really trusting him. Praying in their foxholes, but taking
matters into their own hands.

From the Inside Out
So how do we avoid Jacob’s dilemma here? How do we
keep ourselves from being “crippled” (figuratively, literally,
emotionally, or whatever) because we simply won’t trust
God? How do we pray with authenticity, calling for help, and
staying surrendered?
I’d like to offer a suggestion here. Though it is certainly
okay to pray for God to intervene in our circumstances —
there are plenty of examples of that throughout the Bible,
and we’ve even looked at Jesus asking for a “Plan B” in
Gethsemane — what if our prayers weren’t centered on
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requests for God to change our circumstances? Instead, what
if our prayers were centered on seeking God to change us?
Here’s how Paul suggested it in his letter to the
Romans:
Everything comes from him and exists by his power
and is intended for his glory. All glory to him
forever! Amen. (Romans 11:36 NLT)
God is sovereign over all circumstances. He is the divine
Author of all our stories. And he absolutely will be glorified
as the stories unfold.
And so, dear brothers and sisters, I plead with you
to give your bodies to God because of all he has
done for you. Let them be a living and holy
sacrifice—the kind he will find acceptable. This is
truly the way to worship him. (Romans 12:1 NLT)
When you come before God in prayer, in worship, let it
be an ongoing process of surrender. Offer all of who you are
to him. Simply choose to live out the holiness of your new
life in Christ.
Don’t stress out about the specifics of your
circumstance. Yes, if the situation is distracting you or
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stressing you out, give it to God. But then let it go and trust
him. Don’t focus on the circumstance; focus on surrendering
yourself so that you will understand and perceive things
from God’s point of view, that you will respond to things with
God’s character.
Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world,
but let God transform you into a new person by
changing the way you think. Then you will learn to
know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing
and perfect. (Romans 12:2 NLT)
“Let God transform you. Let him change the way you
think.” What if this was the focus of our prayers?
What if instead of wrestling with God, we simply place
ourselves in his hands and trust him… because he is good
and loving? We might very well discover that he has already
been at work changing the Esaus of our lives. 
And if we find ourselves in a foxhole, by all means cry
out for God’s help. Let him lead us through the choices we’ll
face. And trust him with the conclusion. It’s far more
important that we develop that trusting, surrendered
dependency upon him than we survive the situation.
Because, the sooner we die, the sooner we live. As Jesus
said,
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“You are seeing things merely from a human point
of view, not from God’s…” (Mark 8:33 NLT)
“If you try to hang on to your life, you will lose it.
But if you give up your life for my sake and for the
sake of the Good News, you will save it.” (Mark 8:35 NLT)
“What do you benefit if you gain the whole world
but lose your own soul?” (Mark 8:36 NLT)

PRAYER • SONG: From the Inside Out
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