Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #9

“Lessons from the Potter’s Wheel (part 1)”

Jeremiah 18:1-17
How do you explain the unexplainable? How do you describe the indescribable?

The way God does it is through word pictures, often very common items to the audience to reveal spiritual truth. The Scriptures use a number of graphic illustrations to convey to us the manner in which God, by His Spirit, endeavors to mold the minds and wills of men and women. Of these perhaps the most picturesque is that of the potter at work at his wheel. The picture of how an insignificant, unyielding, rigid lump of earth can, through the application of the master craftsman’s skill and loving care, be formed into a beautiful, useful piece of china comes through clearly to us.

Four Bible writers use the figure of the potter and the clay, perhaps borrowing it from each other. Whether that be so or not, they are men of peculiar strength: Isaiah, a man of clear vision of God’s uplifted throne; Jeremiah, a man of deep understanding of God’s heart of love; Zechariah, a man who saw further into the future than any Old Testament prophet; and Paul, the man of massive thinking and keen penetration to the heart of the Christian faith.
 Tonight we will consider Jeremiah chapter eighteen.

These events probably occurred during the reign of King Jehoiakim, the king who burned Jeremiah’s prophetic scrolls. Unlike his father King Josiah, Jehoiakim had no love for either the Lord or His prophet. He wasn’t the least bit interested in what Jeremiah had to say about things political or spiritual.
 In this passage we have a true but mysterious blending of the divine sovereignty and human responsibility. The Lord used the potter to illustrate how He deals with humanity.

The Power of the Potter

In the first four verses we see the power of the potter,

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: “Go down to the potter’s house, and there I will give you my message.” So I went down to the potter’s house, and I saw him working at the wheel. But the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; so the potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to him. 

The potter’s wheel is described here in tantalizing terms. The potter was “working at the wheel,” literally in Hebrew, “at the two stones.” There were two stone wheels on a vertical axis, the lower one spun by kicking with the feet and the upper one carried the clay that the potter shaped. Modifications of this apparatus are still in use today, although the two discs are now generally made of wood.

Pottery was one of the earliest of all trades.
 Over thirty words in the Hebrew vocabulary relate directly to pottery, because the manufacture of pottery was a major industry in the Near East in that day.
 The manufacture of pottery was the principal industry of the ancient world, involving a highly sophisticated and advanced technology. It was used in every phase of man’s life from cradle to grave. For example, the household items made of clay were cooking pots, bowls, cups, plates, bottles, jugs, pitchers, and larger jugs for wine, oil, and water storage. Pottery was also used for cheap jewelry, gaming pieces, molds, and scoops to carry live coals. Even broken sherds of pottery were used as scratch paper for writing accounts or quick messages and letters. These inscribed sherds, called ostraca, constitute most of the surviving extrabiblical Hebrew texts.

Pottery was cheap and easy to make. The raw material, clay, was available everywhere, and the techniques of pottery-making had been well known since at least the fourth millennium b.c. Pottery is virtually indestructible, distinctive in its styling and decoration, thus furnishing archaeologists with the chief tool by which to date ancient artifacts. Broken pots were so common that nobody bothered to repair or remove them, so they provide precise clues to the chronological order of man’s occupation.

As Jeremiah watched, he saw that the clay resisted the potter’s hand so that the vessel was ruined, but the potter patiently kneaded the clay and made another vessel. (The word translated “marred” is also used for the ruined linen sash in Jeremiah 13. It means, “to destroy or corrupt.”)
 Notice it does not say that it was marred by the hand of the potter, but rather in the hand of the potter. It allows for human responsibility.
 The defects were in the clay, not the hand of the potter.

What Jeremiah saw happens all the time in a pottery shop. First, the potter slapped a lump of clay in the middle of his stone wheel. Spinning the wheel with his feet, he deftly began to shape the clay with his hands, forming it into a pot. But then something went wrong. The pot was not shaping up properly. There was a flaw in the clay, or perhaps it was inferior for delicate work. So the potter skillfully formed it into a different kind of vessel altogether. He turned a pitcher into a bowl or a lamp into a cup, whatever seemed best to him.
 

The Prerogative of the Lord

Verses 5-10 explain this illustration as the prerogative of the Lord.

Then the word of the Lord came to me: “O house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter does?” declares the Lord. “Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel. If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned. And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it.
From the simple illustration comes the profound spiritual truth: the sovereignty of God. One commentator writes,

The doctrinal point of this passage can be stated very simply: God can do whatever he wants with you. This is what it means for him to be God. Because God is God, he is free to do whatever he pleases. In his hands rest all power, rule, control, authority, kingdom, government, and dominion.

This is the doctrine of the sovereignty of God. Some people do not care for this doctrine. Others tremble at it. Some may even try to oppose it. But it cannot be denied. Human beings are not on equal terms with God. He is the Creator; we are the creatures. God is the absolute sovereign; all others are totally subservient. “Does the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you making?’” (Isaiah 45:9). Of course not.

The picture of potter and clay is doubly appropriate to describe God’s relationship to us. First, we are made of clay. “The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground” (Genesis 2:7). God was the potter; Adam was the clay. The word Jeremiah used for “potter” comes from the word translated “formed” in Genesis 2. The first thing we learn about our position in the universe is that God is the potter and we are the clay.

Jeremiah, as he watched, learned that an individual or a nation is clay in the Great Potter’s hands. He has a sovereign right to make it what He wants it to be. And if there be some imperfection in the clay, something which mars the design or spoils the work, the potter simply crushes the clay down to a lump and begins once more to make a vessel according to his own mind.

Yet we need to be very careful at this point to avoid a simplistic or one-sided interpretation. On the one hand, he had seen a craftsman in complete control of his medium. The potter decides what he plans to do without seeking the clay’s permission or opinion. And the end product is likewise whatever the potter finally decides. The image is a familiar one in other places in the Bible for the sovereignty of God.

However, on the other hand, Jeremiah had witnessed something very interesting in the relationship between potter and clay. While the potter remained in control, it was not entirely a one-sided affair. Sometimes there was something in the clay that caused the potter to change his original intention. True, the potter had the power to do what he chose with the clay. But the clay had the “power” to cause the potter to change his plans. The final result was a mysterious combination of the sovereign will of the potter on the one hand and the condition of the clay on the other. Whether the first-announced plan was fulfilled seemed to depend not only on the words and hands of the potter, but to some extent also on the “response” of the clay.

And it is this second element of what Jeremiah saw happening in the potter’s shop that provides the dominant message that will follow. For us as Bible readers there is an important lesson here in careful interpretation. The same basic source metaphor may be used with a range of different applications in different contexts. So here, when we read that Jeremiah has a message about a potter, we should not jump to equate it with what Isaiah has to say using the same imagery in Isaiah 45:9. Isaiah’s point is that it is ludicrous to imagine clay questioning or criticizing a potter’s work, so Israel has no right to disagree with God’s plan to use Cyrus as his agent of redemption; God is sovereign. Jeremiah’s point is different. He is not so much focusing on the sovereign will of the potter (though that is assumed in v. 6), as on the “responsibility” of the clay, and on God’s freedom to change his plans according to what the “clay” does.

The parallel between humanity and the clay must not be carried too far. Human “clay” is not passive. Upon a person’s repentance God can rework him or her into a vessel of honor. The position is not one of absolute fatalism (blotting out man’s freedom), nor is it one where God’s sovereignty is wholly dependent on man’s choice. God in his mysterious working has ordered it so that humanity may choose.
 The truth does not lie in only predestination or free will; the truth is that both exist simultaneously.

The overall message is that while God remains sovereign over end results, he takes into full account the way people respond to what he says. The relationship is not one of absolute divine sovereignty of a deterministic nature, nor is it one in which there is no plan or control at all. God’s sovereignty responds to human choices; human actions affect the way God implements God’s plans. “Responsive sovereignty” is an excellent phrase to capture what is portrayed here.

An important word in this passage is the tiny word “if.” God’s promises and threats are conditioned on man’s actions. God, who does not change, nevertheless will change His pre-announced response to man, depending on what man does.
 Some English translations read that God “repents” in this and a few other passages, but this is misleading. “Repent” carries the connotation of changing from a wrong decision or path, and we know that God cannot do anything wrong. In short, this is not a change of God’s mind but is His consistent response according to His changeless nature to the change in the nation’s conduct.

This is called “the matter of conditionality” in Bible interpretation, or an if/then statement. If something happens, then something else results; but if something else occurs, then a different consequence results. Too often, this passage is used only to demonstrate the sovereignty of God, which is there, of course. But we also need to see in this sovereignty passage, as in any other passage where you find that great theme, that human freedom is taught simultaneously.

To be sure, there’s mystery in the relationship between divine sovereignty and human responsibility, but we don’t have to explain the will of God before we can obey it. We live by divine promises and precepts, not theological explanations, and God isn’t obligated to explain anything to us. If He did, we probably wouldn’t be able to grasp it!

The Persistence of the People

God has given the people of Judah a choice: They can continue on the path they are on and be destroyed, or they can turn (or repent) from that path and be delivered. In verses 11-17, we see the persistence of the people,

“Now therefore say to the people of Judah and those living in Jerusalem, ‘This is what the Lord says: Look! I am preparing a disaster for you and devising a plan against you. So turn from your evil ways, each one of you, and reform your ways and your actions.’ But they will reply, ‘It’s no use. We will continue with our own plans; each of us will follow the stubbornness of his evil heart.’” Therefore this is what the Lord says: “Inquire among the nations: Who has ever heard anything like this? A most horrible thing has been done by Virgin Israel.  Does the snow of Lebanon ever vanish from its rocky slopes? Do its cool waters from distant sources ever cease to flow? Yet my people have forgotten me; they burn incense to worthless idols, which made them stumble in their ways and in the ancient paths. They made them walk in bypaths and on roads not built up. Their land will be laid waste, an object of lasting scorn; all who pass by will be appalled and will shake their heads. Like a wind from the east, I will scatter them before their enemies; I will show them my back and not my face in the day of their disaster.” 

Final offer meets final refusal. Such brazen defiance in verse 12, coming after such an urgent appeal in verse 11, is breathtaking. “They will reply” could be understood as, “They keep on saying…” This is the response Jeremiah has heard from the people ever since his earliest appeal in Jeremiah 2:25, repeated yet again but ominously for the last time. Nô’āš!—which is the addict’s cry, “No way! It’s no use. It’s pointless talking to me. I can’t change, won’t change.”

This stubborn refusal to change, set in the context of the logic of verses 7–11, means that Israel has forfeited any chance of being delivered. By their own deliberate choice (or rather, by choosing not to make the choice that God urges upon them for their own good), they have left God with no choice but to carry out His judgment.

The call to repent and the response of the people is how Jeremiah applies the parable of the potter to his nation. Responsibility clearly rests on them. When the Lord says he is “preparing” calamity for Judah, the Hebrew verb is the same as the word for potter; so there is a play on words.

God is saying, “I offered you every chance to bring about a different future from the one that is staring you in the face. I have been patient and open, willing to adjust my plans to your choices, like a potter working with changeable clay. Even now for the last time I warn you of what lies ahead, and urge you to take the necessary steps to avert it. If you will not, then the full force of my judgment will fall upon you, as Jeremiah has predicted for years. But you will never be able to say I didn’t warn you, or that there was no alternative. There was, and you refused it.”

Again the responsibility is laid upon the people themselves, since they determine their destiny. Time has run out for Judah. National sin is so ingrained that repentance is out of the question.
 Now the interpretation of the image was national, relating to the house of Israel, but the application was individual, calling for a response from the people of Judah and Jerusalem. It also calls for a personal response from us today.

Jeremiah’s words also serve as a warning for America today. Certainly we are living in a land that has lost its way. The United States is an empire in decline, seemingly headed for destruction. According to Jeremiah, the only way to escape such disaster is to turn away from sin. The only way to get God to relent is for Americans to repent of their sin. According to the Word of God, a sinful nation must either repent or perish.

The good news is that God is patient with us, waiting for us to repent. America may not repent as a nation, but this same principle applies to individuals. Each person is like the clay on the potter’s wheel. And from this illustration of the potter and the clay, it should be clear that the key to the success or failure of our fashioning under the Master’s hands lies in how we respond to His touch.

Are we willing to allow Him to mold us into His will? Or will we insist on our own way? Adelaide Pollard (1862-1934) wrote a hymn for willing clay, the kind of clay that stays on the wheel to be shaped in the Potter’s hands:

Have thine own way, Lord! Have thine own way!

Thou art the potter; I am the clay.

Mold me and make me after thy will,

While I am waiting, yielded and still.

Have thine own way, Lord! Have thine own way!

Hold o’er my being absolute sway!

Fill with thy Spirit till all shall see

Christ only, always, living in me!
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