
Reading Real Courage, I find myself looking for earthly or human
answers to the fears described in many of the stories. But with each
devotion, Thaddeus Barnum continues to push me to look for God’s
answer to my fears by using these real life stories to apply biblical truth.

—JW CLARKE JR., director of programming for 
Billy Graham Evangelistic Association

Incredibly rich with wisdom, insight, personal vulnerability, and
severity, Real Courage is for every believer who desires a more 
honest relationship with Jesus. In this beautifully written devotional,
Thaddeus Barnum takes us on a practical and, at times, painful 
journey into the depths of weakness and transformation through the
lens of Jacob. Theologically rich and practically informed, Real
Courage will challenge you to abandon a shallow understanding 
of brokenness, fear, shame, loss, and distress, and instead discover
the joy of wholeness only discovered at the feet of Jesus. Let Jesus
wrestle with you as you read. I highly recommend this book for anyone
seeking a deeper, more personal, understanding of the love of Jesus
in the midst of a broken world.
—JIMMY DODD, founder and president of PastorServe, author of Survive or 

Thrive: 6 Relationships Every Pastor Needs and Pastors are People Too

Thaddeus Barnum artfully connects the real-life fears with which
the great patriarch Jacob wrestled, transparently connecting biblical
truths to life through his own compelling story. For those tired of
superficial calls to finding inner strength, this beautifully crafted book
shines the light of Scripture into the darkest, most dreadful corners
of life. Courage is the great need of this day and the only source is
God himself.

—JO ANNE LYON, General Superintendent Emerita and 
ambassador for The Wesleyan Church

Real Courage is an excellent read. It dares to address our struggle
with fear and faith. The story of the patriarch Jacob comes to life as
his foibles serve as building blocks for our faith. Filled with Scripture
and vulnerable personal experience, this book will enrich any disciple
in our world ravaged by the monster “fear.”

—MUTUA MAHIAINI, international president of The Navigators



When I face my own fears I know it’s here I’ll meet Jesus. Real
Courage gives solid hope that peace is possible—that Jesus will
meet, restore, strengthen, and encourage—no matter how dark the
days seem. This book is discipleship—reorienting us and bringing
the gospel practically and powerfully to bear. 

—THE RT. REV. KEN ROSS, Anglican Bishop

Using the story of Jacob and Esau as his guide, Thaddeus Barnum
helps us to see that courage is not simply an emotion that we can
gather up on our own, but the result of deep wrestling—with our 
circumstances, with ourselves, and most importantly, with God
himself. As always, Thaddeus’ teaching is humble, gracious, and
inspiring. I highly recommend this book to anyone struggling with
anxiety or fear.

—REV. WINSTON T. SMITH, faculty at Christian Counseling 
and Educational Foundation

Thaddeus Barnum is an incredible storyteller, and through this, he
invites readers into his fears to show us that we are not alone. By
mixing real-life stories with scriptural truth, this book will help you
understand why God’s Word is so important when battling fear. Real
Courage will inspire you to wrestle with your fears, and with God,
in order to give you the courage to stand filled with faith.

—MARK O. WILSON, pastor and author of 
Purple Fish and Filled Up, Poured Out (WPH)

Thaddeus Barnum has written one of the most honest, vulnerable
books about grappling with fear I have ever read. He acknowledges
the power fear wields to distort the truth, especially for leaders in the
church, and through illuminating meditations on Scripture, alongside
gripping anecdotes from his life, Real Courage invites us into a robust,
but never simplistic, faith to handle the day’s most pressing crisis.
—REV. DR. JOHN W. YATES, II, Rector of The Falls Church in Falls Church, VA
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What do we do when we’re really afraid? Where do we
go? Who do we talk to? Does it surprise or annoy you that
Christians suffer from fear and anxiety too? Shouldn’t faith
inform fear? What happens when it doesn’t?

To the secular mind, all we need is courage to face our
fears. We “man up.” We access the power within us. We
overcome because we can. When it gets really bad, we try
anything—Eastern meditation, medication, music therapy—
whatever. Desperation needs answers, real answers.

The simple fact is: Nothing out there works. Nothing
lasts. The Bible is different. It introduces us to “El.” He is
a real person. El, in Hebrew, is the short version of God’s
name, Elohim. It’s a most personal, intimate name for the
Lord. When we’re terrified, nothing compares to Him. If
you want five easy steps to stop panic attacks, El’s not for
you. He demands a real encounter with you.

introduction



Worse, He wants control. The more we fight, the more
He fights back. And that’s the story of this devotional. I
want you to meet El: He’s the real wrestler, the One who
met a terrified Jacob at the Jabbok River and wrestled him
all night long. And when it was over, when El did what He
came to do, something wonderful happened to Jacob.

Real courage came.
It can happen for you and me too. You see, the secular

mind is wrong. Real courage doesn’t come from within. It
comes from above. It’s the gift God gives. He’s the One—
“perfect love”—who “casts out fear” (1 John 4:18).

I know this personally. I am a fellow sufferer from the
torments of fear. And, if you’d let me, I’d like to take you
to the Jabbok River, introduce you to El, and let the
wrestler do what only He can do. No matter what you’re
facing, you’ll find in Him real courage like you’ve never
known.
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part 1

why won’t
faith come?



On the day it happened, Jacob was standing at the river
Jabbok. This river, descending some fifty miles down “deep-cut
canyons,” fed straight into the Jordan.1 At this spot began the
highway home to the land God had promised to his grandfather
Abraham, to his father Isaac, and now to him and his children
forever.

Still, it would take time to get home. His slow-moving flocks
stretched across the land for as far as the eye could see. It was
lambing season with nursing ewes and newborns that could not
be driven hard (Gen. 33:13). How different than the last time he
stood at this river. Back then, he crossed the ford of the Jabbok
alone, as he often said, “with my staff only” (32:10). But now, he
was a man with family, abundant flocks, and great wealth. His years
of slavery under his tormenting uncle Laban were finally over.

Of all days, this one should have filled his heart with joy.
Instead, one thing captured his mind—the one story written

deep into the fabric of his soul, one that dated back even to his
mother’s womb. The two of them, twins. Wrestling even there.

1

when fear enters the soul

And the messengers returned to Jacob, saying, 
“We came to your brother Esau, and he is coming to 
meet you, and there are four hundred men with him.” 

Then Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed.
—GENESIS 32:6–7 ESV



Esau.
It had been twenty years since Jacob had seen his brother.

On that parting day, their father had made it sound like he was
sending Jacob to Mesopotamia, back to his mother’s family, to
find a wife (28:1–2). Truth be told, Jacob was running from Esau
and his fury (27:43–45; 35:1).

Was Esau different now? Had his anger subsided?
Jacob had to find out. He crafted a carefully worded message

announcing his return (32:4–5). He sent messengers to get a read
on Esau. He had to know how Esau would react when they met.
Would he extend favor and kindness? Would he be indifferent?
Or worse, would he somehow oppose him, threaten him? 

Soon enough, the messengers returned.
But their report was more than confusing. “We came to your

brother Esau,” they said. But they carried no letter from him. They
had no words to report, no message. They provided no indication
of how Esau received them or how he reacted when the news
first hit his ears. All they said was, “He is coming to meet you.”
And then, “Four hundred men are with him.”

At the sound of these words, fear entered Jacob’s soul. 
The Message phrases it this way: “Jacob was scared. Very

scared. Panicked . . .” (32:7). It was, in every way, a declaration
of war. An army was coming against him. And what did he have?
Farmhands! Eleven sons and a daughter all under the age of four-
teen! No doubt he only had weaponry enough to fight off wild
beasts and looters. Not this. Not an army of four hundred. Not
under the command of Esau and old, bitter rage.

Here at the Jabbok, Jacob “was greatly afraid and distressed”
(32:7).
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What can I say? Sometimes fear wins.
I lose balance and perspective. I try to reason things out

but I can’t. I can’t think straight. Like someone kicked me in
the stomach so hard I can barely breathe. Like someone
tossed me out of the boat in a storm, and I’m doing everything
I can to keep my head above water.

On this particular night, I can’t sleep. I wonder why it’s
harder at night.

I go to our guest room in the early morning hours. I
gather my Bible, my journal, and a pen—old, trusted
friends. I kneel at the side of the bed and stare out the win-
dow at the streetlamp. My heart races. My mind spins, the
scene of the previous afternoon playing over and over again
in my head, all out of proportion—like me. I know to come
here. On my knees. Before the Lord. There’s nowhere else
to go.

Why does it hurt so much?
Just hours before, I was in a meeting. One of the men, a

man of influence, well-respected in secular and Christian
communities, lashed out at me. In front of others. It wasn’t
his first time. We all know his temperament. He’s a com-
plicated man—brilliant, affable, funny at times. But cross
him and out comes a self-centered, oppressive bully who
dominates people with his anger.

I handled the moment, by God’s grace, when it happened.
But not tonight. All I can feel is fear coursing through

my veins. I can’t stop my heart from pounding. My palms
are wet. There’s dryness in my mouth and a cry to God
deep in my soul that is begging for help.



Fear—as far back as I can remember. Why is it always
fear?

I think of all the people like me tonight. People living
in fear because somebody dominates them—a drunken
family member, an abusive boss, an obsessed friend, a care-
taker forgetting us in our old age—anybody with power to
enslave the soul. 

I think of people halfway around the world where war
rages in their streets. Where the government steals any
hope of finding security, peace, and basic human dignity.

I think of children trying to sleep in homes where fear
reigns.

Some years ago, as a young clergyman, I sat at the bed-
side of a dying saint in his late eighties. He had long served
the Lord. He’d known Him since the days of his youth.
He’d spent years in the Scriptures. He knew them. He
taught them.

But there, in his final days, I saw what I didn’t want to
see. He was afraid, almost panicked, and I didn’t under-
stand it. How could a man so full of faith be so full of fear?

It made me wonder if I’d ever be free of it.
Now I look at the clock radio beside the bed—2:32.

Hours to go before daybreak. I flick on the light and open
my Bible and journal. For some time, I’ve sensed that the
Lord wants me at the Jabbok with Jacob, this man after
God’s heart, to pitch my tent, settle in, and let this narrative
in Genesis 32 wash over my soul—slowly, deliberately.

For here Jacob, like me, wrestles with fear bigger than
himself.
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This exercise is the first of my disciplines. When fear
attacks, I come to Scripture and prayer. I know, by His
design, the Father has given us access to himself by His
Spirit through His Son (Eph. 2:18). Here I can be with Him.
I can pray. I can cry. I am not alone. This, of all privileges
known to the human race, is the highest.

But I know, too, I’m not to go it alone. I know this about
fear—I can’t handle it. Fleshly pride mixed with the Devil’s
counsel always urges us to keep up our image. Be strong.
Be courageous. Say, “I’m fine!” when I’m not. But the Lord
designed us to be in community—His community. I won’t
go it alone. Come morning, I will talk about this with my
wife. I will tell trusted friends in Christ.

But for now, tonight, I come to Genesis 32. With all my
heart, I believe that “man does not live by bread alone, but
man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of
the LORD” (Deut. 8:3; see Matt. 4:4). I need His Word, by
His Holy Spirit, to comfort and feed my soul.

I will make this my study over the weeks ahead. I will
ask the Lord to help me engage this text so that what hap-
pened to Jacob in this passage can—and will—happen to
me. Fear will not have my soul. Real courage will rise. Faith
will come, sent from heaven above, to give everything I
need to face all that is soon to come.

I believe that. So here I am. At the Jabbok. On this night
like no other night.

The wrestler and me.



Weeping may last for the night, 
but a shout of joy comes in the morning.

—PSALM 30:5

questions for reflection*

What were the circumstances the last time fear entered
your soul? Can you name your “four hundred”? What makes
you feel pushed into places of distress and panic?

What do you do when you’re afraid? What disciplines
do you engage? Do you run to the Lord? Do you try to handle
it on your own? Are there friends in Christ to help?

note

1. Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18–50
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1995), 328.

* The reflection questions at the end of each devotion are designed to encourage
prayer, journaling, and conversation in small group settings. It’s easy to read
and go on. It’s better to read, stop, and engage in dialogue and prayer.
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But why was Jacob “greatly afraid and distressed”? It makes
no sense.

Before the news ever hit his ear about Esau and the four 
hundred men, God gave Jacob everything he needed. Nothing
held back. If we “walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor. 5:7) then
Jacob was blessed; he was granted something more than faith—
much more. He was given sight. He saw the spectacular, the
magnificent.

The heavens opened up before him.
Here at the beginning of Genesis 32, as Jacob entered the

Promised Land, “the angels of God met him.” There is no mention
that it was a dream. The dream had happened years ago, back
when he was running from Esau. Back then, Jacob was at Bethel.
He fell fast asleep, and in his dreams he beheld “the angels of
God” (Gen. 28:12). But that’s not the story now.

The writer told us “the angels of God met him” and Jacob “saw
them.” They were real, physical, and face-to-face. How close were
they? What distinguished them? Did he recognize them from his

2

the camp of angels

Now as Jacob went on his way, the angels of God met him. 
Jacob said when he saw them, “This is God’s camp.” 

So he named that place Mahanaim [Two Camps].
—GENESIS 32:1–2



dream at Bethel? All we’re told is that Jacob knew they were angels,
something different than him. Last time, he reacted. He was
“afraid” (28:17). This time, he simply exclaimed, “This is God’s
camp” (32:2), or, “This is God’s army!” (RSV). Which meant it wasn’t
just one angel—although, wouldn’t that have been enough?—
or even a dozen.

Jacob had an army on his side. He had a military escort, and
he knew it.

Immediately, he named the place (as he did at Bethel in 28:19).
He called it “Two Camps.” Why? Did one camp belong to Jacob
and the other to the angels? Or had the angels assembled in two
camps, one in front and one in back, as a theologian once asserted
saying, Jacob was “everywhere surrounded and fortified by celes-
tial troops”?1

Either way, Jacob was given an extraordinary gift.
He knew—he saw—what a prophet would later put into

words; “Do not fear, for those who are with us are more than
those who are with them” (2 Kings 6:16). And again, an apostle
would say, “If God is for us, who is against us?” (Rom. 8:31). So
why, I wonder, didn’t Jacob laugh at the news that Esau was
coming with an army of only four hundred? Why did he care?
How could fear capture his soul and rob him of any remembrance
that “legions of angels” (Matt. 26:53) stood at his side? Since
when did fear wield that kind of power?

Fear bigger than faith. Fear bigger than sight.2

There I sit, a young pastor at the bedside of a dying
saint. I must say, of all the people I’ve known down
through the years, only a handful have ever told me they’d
seen angels and were aware of it.
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the camp of angels 23

But that is his testimony.
He had served as a pilot in the military. One day, return-

ing from a routine mission, on final approach, his plane
went into catastrophic failure. The plane rolled, the nose
angled down, and he lost control of the aircraft. There were
three on board. He and his copilot did everything they
could to right the plane. They were headed straight into the
ground when, suddenly, the nose pulled up.

He glanced out the window—off to the right, then to the
left—and saw angels under the wings. One on each side.
As real as the sun in the sky. There one minute, gone the next,
but visible long enough for both pilots to see.

That’s his story. 
He’s spent the rest of his life telling it. He’s had a sin-

gular passion to win men to Christ. “I shouldn’t be here,”
he tells them. “But I recommitted my life to Jesus Christ
that day. He rescued my plane. He rescued me. He can do
the same for you.” A simple message that won the hearts
of many. There is something about this man that makes us
feel safe—like there is nothing to dread. Not with God on
our side. Not with His angels “sent out to render service
for” those who put their trust in Him (Heb. 1:14).

So why doesn’t he feel safe now? Why is he so plagued
by fear?

He confides in me about a month before he dies. He is
in the hospital. I can tell something is wrong. Panic sparks



in his eyes. He is uncharacteristically fidgety. “My doctors
have given up on me,” he complains. “Who’s fighting for
me now?” I can tell he still sits in the pilot’s seat. His body
has gone into catastrophic failure. One last nosedive, and
he is fighting for control.

“I’m afraid,” he admits bluntly.
He asks if I’d come around more often—which I do.

One day when he is back home, about ten days before he
dies, I open my Bible and read from 2 Kings 6. I want him
to hear the story of the mighty prophet Elisha and that epic
moment when the king of Syria came against him. The king
sent “a great army,” with horses and chariots, to seize one
man. They came by night. They “surrounded the city.” At
first light of dawn, Elisha’s servant saw them and panicked.

“What shall we do?” his servant said (v. 15).
Elisha answered, “Do not fear, for those who are with

us are more than those who are with them.” And then the
prophet prayed that God would open his servant’s eyes to
see the vast angelic army “full of horses and chariots of fire
all around Elisha” (vv. 16–17). 

I look at my old friend and say, “You’ve been given the
same gift. You’ve seen angels.” He nods, but I can tell it
gives him no relief.

“Maybe we should pray for the Lord to open your eyes
again so you don’t fear the coming days. What do you think?”
I ask.

“Two nights ago,” he replies, “I was having a fitful sleep.
Too much pain in my body and too much anxiety in my
soul. At some point, in the early morning hours, I fell back
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asleep, and in my dream I saw them again. Clear as day.
Like it was sixty years ago.”

“Saw who again?”
“Same angels. Same faces. Same look in their eyes. But

this time, there was no plane. They’d come for me like
they’d been appointed by God to take me safely to His
heavenly kingdom (2 Tim. 4:18). For a brief moment, fear
left my body and faith filled me. I got to feel that old feel-
ing again—the one I had when our wheels hit the runway.
We laughed, we cried, with joy I’d never known before.”

For the first time in weeks, I see that joy—that faith—
light up his face. And then, just as fast, it disappears. As if
it had never been there. Fear returns in force, and he is 
spiraling back into a nosedive. Nothing I say, nothing I do,
can recover him.

Not even now? Not even after the angels appeared to
him a second time? What could be more comforting, more
convincing, than that? I try to reassure him that God speaks
to us through dreams: “Didn’t the prophets say, ‘your old
men shall dream dreams’” (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17)? But he
can’t hear me. Not now. His eyes dart back and forth in
frenzy. As if none of it ever happened.

As if the angels never came at all.

The angel of the LORD encamps around those 
who fear Him, and rescues them.

—PSALM 34:7



questions for reflection

In 2 Kings 6:16–17, seeing the angelic army dissipated
the servant’s fear. Why didn’t the same thing happen for
Jacob? Why did fear have power over him (see 1 John 4:4)?

Why does fear make us forget what the Lord has done
in our lives? Does it happen to you? Does His faithfulness
in the past help you in the present when you’re scared?

notes

1. John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries: The First Book of
Moses Called Genesis, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books,
2005), 185. Calvin wrote, “Much more probable, that angels were
distributed in two camps on different sides of Jacob.”

2. It’s almost unthinkable that this angelic meeting is recorded
in two brief verses. Shouldn’t it occupy as much space as the
Bethel story in Genesis 28? Instead, Jacob’s reaction to Esau
dominates Genesis 32. The reader is left to conclude that fear
overwhelmed any remembrance that the angels ever came.
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