Living in a Land that has Lost Its Way #10

“Lessons from the Potter’s House (2)”

Jeremiah 19
Object lessons are very powerful, and the Bible often records the use of them. In our last study in Jeremiah we saw the prophet going to a potter’s house to learn a lesson about God’s sovereignty in Jeremiah 18. The following chapter is an even more dramatic lesson in God’s wrath.

We read in Jeremiah 19:1-2,

This is what the Lord says: “Go and buy a clay jar from a potter. Take along some of the elders of the people and of the priests and go out to the Valley of Ben Hinnom, near the entrance of the Potsherd Gate. There proclaim the words I tell you…”
In the previous chapter, Jeremiah’s focus was on the activity of the potter as he shaped the wet clay into a vessel. In this chapter Jeremiah is instructed to purchase a jar already made by the potter in order to make an entirely different point.

The earthenware vessel, baqbuq, is probably to be identified with the narrow-necked water decanter that was very common in this period in Palestine. Examples of these vessels found in excavations range in size from about four or five inches to about one foot in height.
 Its name came from the gurgling sound water made when it passed through its narrow opening—baqbuq, baqbuq, baqbuq.

Jeremiah was to take the religious and civic leaders to the Valley of Ben Hinnom, located south of Jerusalem, had been the location for Molech worship under Manasseh and Ahaz. Under King Josiah the shrine was destroyed and the valley was used for burning garbage and cremating the bodies of criminals.
 In the New Testament this was called Gehenna, the term Jesus used most to describe Hell. Later in this chapter, the name Topheth is also associated with this site. Topheth in Hebrew means, “a fire pit, a hearth,” because the little children had been put through the fires there. Jeremiah predicted that, after the Babylonian invasion, the new name would be “The Valley of Slaughter.” The siege would be so bad that the Jews would have to eat their own children to stay alive!

The scene of this text was just outside the Potsherd Gate, the location in ancient Jerusalem is unknown. It may have acquired its name from the fact that potters whose workshops were near the gate dumped their broken vessels beyond the gate.

The Brazen Conduct of the People

The message from God is seen in verses 3-6, the brazen conduct of the people,

Hear the word of the Lord, O kings of Judah and people of Jerusalem. This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: “Listen! I am going to bring a disaster on this place that will make the ears of everyone who hears of it tingle. For they have forsaken me and made this a place of foreign gods; they have burned sacrifices in it to gods that neither they nor their fathers nor the kings of Judah ever knew, and they have filled this place with the blood of the innocent. They have built the high places of Baal to burn their sons in the fire as offerings to Baal—something I did not command or mention, nor did it enter my mind. So beware, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when people will no longer call this place Topheth or the Valley of Ben Hinnom, but the Valley of Slaughter. 

The Lord says through Jeremiah that destruction is coming to Jerusalem and the people of Judah because of their persistent sin. The main sin mentioned is idolatry, but verse four ends with the statement, “they have filled this place with the blood of the innocent.” This is explained in the following verse, “to burn their sons in the fire as offerings to Baal.” They were offering child sacrifices to the gods of the Canaanites and surrounding nations. 

Verse 4 literally begins, “for the reason that you have forsaken me and ‘made foreign’ this place.” “This place” was a way of speaking of Jerusalem and particularly the Temple, as seen in Jeremiah 7. But God says, “You have Canaanized it. You have turned it into a foreign country. I am no longer at home here, not even welcome here.”
 As a nation who has “filled this place with the blood of the innocent,” in a whole new version of child sacrifice, America has systematically told God to get out of our schoolhouses, courthouses, and statehouses. Could the Lord say of our own land, “I am no longer at home here, not even welcome here”?

The Broken Condition of the Pottery

The Lord describes in verses 7-9 what will happen to Judah in graphic detail,

“In this place I will ruin the plans of Judah and Jerusalem. I will make them fall by the sword before their enemies, at the hands of those who seek their lives, and I will give their carcasses as food to the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth. I will devastate this city and make it an object of scorn; all who pass by will be appalled and will scoff because of all its wounds. I will make them eat the flesh of their sons and daughters, and they will eat one another’s flesh during the stress of the siege imposed on them by the enemies who seek their lives.”
Verse seven uses the word “ruin,” the Hebrew term bāqaq, which is probably a word play with the Hebrew term baqbuq, used for the clay vessel.
 It literally means “to pour out” or “to empty,” suggesting that perhaps Jeremiah had put water in the clay flask and then poured it out as he spoke these words.
 And as he did so, he went on to describe what was going to happen to the city, in language everybody would recognize as the terrible fate of cities under prolonged siege.
 The plight of the besieged citizens will be so desperate that they will resort to cannibalism. In Lamentations 4:9-10 the prediction was fulfilled:

Those killed by the sword are better off than those who die of famine; racked with hunger, they waste away for lack of food from the field. With their own hands compassionate women have cooked their own children, who became their food when my people were destroyed. 

Jeremiah is then instructed to give an object lesson, described in verses 10-13,

Then break the jar while those who go with you are watching, and say to them, “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘I will smash this nation and this city just as this potter’s jar is smashed and cannot be repaired. They will bury the dead in Topheth until there is no more room. This is what I will do to this place and to those who live here, declares the Lord. I will make this city like Topheth. The houses in Jerusalem and those of the kings of Judah will be defiled like this place, Topheth—all the houses where they burned incense on the roofs to all the starry hosts and poured out drink offerings to other gods.’”
In the Near East in that day, kings and generals often smashed clay jars in a special ceremony before they went out to battle, symbolic of their total defeat of their enemies. This image is also used of the Messiah in Psalm 2:9: “You shall break them [the enemy nations] with a rod of iron; You shall dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel” (NKJV). But here it was God smashing His own people!

Here the two lessons from the potter’s house come together. In chapter 18, the potter was able to reshape the clay into another vessel while the clay was pliable, but once a vessel was hardened, as the jar in chapter 19, it was beyond reconstruction, and only fit for breaking.
 The nation was beyond discipline (Jer. 2:23), beyond prayer (Jer. 7:16), and now, beyond repair! They had so hardened themselves against the Lord that all hope was gone.

The Bitter Conclusion of the Parable

The bitter conclusion of the parable is spelled out in verses 14-15,

Jeremiah then returned from Topheth, where the Lord had sent him to prophesy, and stood in the court of the Lord’s temple and said to all the people, “This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‘Listen! I am going to bring on this city and the villages around it every disaster I pronounced against them, because they were stiff-necked and would not listen to my words.’” 

Jeremiah 18 was an object lesson in God’s sovereignty. Jeremiah 19 is an even more dramatic lesson in God’s wrath. The difference between the two lessons is the difference between wet clay and broken pottery. Clay can be reshaped. As long as clay is still on the potter’s wheel, something can be done with it. Even if a pot is nearly finished, all the potter needs to do is add water, smash it down, and reshape it as he sees fit. But once a pot has been fired, burnished, and broken, it is beyond repair. Once a baqbuq has been smashed, it cannot be remade; its narrow neck is too delicate to be mended. From chapter 18 to chapter 19 Jeremiah moves from the potter’s clay to a vessel of wrath.
 The reason is plain: verse 15 literally says, “they have hardened their necks so as not to listen to my word.”

Can nations and individuals sin so greatly that even God can’t restore them? Yes, they can. Judgment is the only response to willful apostasy. As 1 John 5:16 warns, “There is a sin unto death.”
 About such John goes on to write, “I am not saying that he should pray about that.” Sounds like God’s words to Jeremiah, doesn’t it?

And indeed, from this point on, Jeremiah offers no further appeal for repentance. The doom of the city is sealed, by their own intractable determination to reject every appeal they have ever heard from him or other prophets. “This is the point of no return. This destruction is not for chastening or for discipline. There is no invitation to repent. It is not intended to ‘teach a lesson.’ There is no escape clause. The judgment is final, massive, decisive, unarguable.”

Judah was certainly a land that had lost its way. At this point they had gone too far, past the point of redemption. It is not that God’s grace can’t save; it is that sin will harden the heart to the point that the sinner won’t turn to God to save. Mankind is given the power to choose, but not the power to choose the consequences. God has decreed that persistent rejection will result in a hardened heart that will not turn to Him in repentance.

The classic example of a hardened heart is the Pharaoh of the Exodus. We first read of this in Exodus 8:15, “But when Pharaoh saw that there was relief, he hardened his heart and would not listen to Moses and Aaron, just as the Lord had said.” Later in the same chapter, we read in verse 32, “But this time also Pharaoh hardened his heart and would not let the people go.” I ask you, who hardened Pharaoh’s heart in these two verses? Pharaoh did.

Now move to Exodus 9:12, where we read, “But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart and he would not listen to Moses and Aaron, just as the Lord had said to Moses.” Who hardened Pharaoh’s heart here? The Lord did. 

Yet this is followed in Exodus 9:34-35, “When Pharaoh saw that the rain and hail and thunder had stopped, he sinned again: He and his officials hardened their hearts. So Pharaoh’s heart was hard and he would not let the Israelites go, just as the Lord had said through Moses.” Pharaoh is the one responsible for hardening his heart.

Then we read in Exodus 10:1, “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his heart and the hearts of his officials.’” This is echoed in verse 20, “But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he would not let the Israelites go,” and in verse 27, “But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he was not willing to let them go.” Who did the hardening here? The Lord.

So, who does the hardening? The sinner and the Lord both harden the heart. But notice the order: the sinner first hardens the heart—that is his choice—and then the Lord hardens the heart—that is the consequence of the choice. And once a heart becomes hardened, there is no reshaping or reworking…there is only breaking.

I conclude with the warning from Hebrews 3:12-13,

See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.

Whether America has become so hardened there is no turning back, I cannot say. But as long as you still care about your spiritual condition, it is not too late for you. If you need to repent, to return to God, He will welcome you with open arms. Even if you feel like your life is broken, as long as you can choose to bring your broken pieces to Him, He will put your life back together again.
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