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“IN THE POTTER’S HOUSE”

Jeremiah 18:1-11
 

    Some years ago I prepared a sermon for the Sunday of Labor Day weekend
on “The Christian Attitude Towards Work”. My text was, “Do your work as if you
are doing it for God, not humans.” That was fine, except that as I looked out
from the pulpit I realized that most, if not all, those sitting in the congregation
that Sunday were retired folk. So the sermon may have been OK, I don‘t really
remember, but I really missed the target audience that day.

     Today I’m not going to focus on our work, but on God’s work in us and
among us. In Jeremiah 18 we read how the Lord told Jeremiah to go down to
the potter’s house, for there he would let Jeremiah hear his word. So Jeremiah
went down to the potter’s house, located in a valley just outside Jerusalem’s
walls. Pottery was an important business in ancient Israel. Every household
needed several clay jars for carrying and holding water. 

    Now as Jeremiah lowered his head and entered the door of the damp and
darkened house, he would have noticed things necessary for the potter’s work -
a supply of clay and water, finished vessels lined up along the wall to be sold,
in one corner a fireplace where finished vessels would be hardened, and in the
other corner discarded vessels that had been broken in the making. And there
in the center was the potter himself working at his wheel. Actually there were
two wheels, a large stone wheel at the bottom which the potter spun with his
feet. This large wheel drove an upper smaller wheel on which the potter
fashioned his vessel. And here’s what caught Jeremiah’s attention. “The vessel
he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s hand and he reworked it into
another vessel as seemed good to him.” (V. 4 ) The potter did not throw the
flawed vessel into the reject bin. The clay was still soft and pliable; so he
crushed it down and reshaped it into a more perfect vessel. The prophet says,
“Then the word of the Lord came to me: Can I not do with you, O house of
Israel, just as this potter has done, says the Lord. Just like clay in the potter’s
hand, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel.” 

    Suddenly, Jeremiah understood what God was saying to him. Yes, Israel was
rebellious and perverse. God had reason to turn from his people and reject
them. But no. Just as the potter was shaping and reshaping the clay so God was



2

doing with his people Israel. God was the Potter; Israel was the clay. God the
Master Craftsman was working on his flawed people and would keep working on
them until at last they conformed to his will.

   Now this ancient scene still speaks to the church of Jesus Christ. In the
potter’s house, the word of the Lord comes to us. And we must be honest about
what we hear there. For in the potter’s house God’s word comes to us with both
a blessing and a warning.  

    First of all, let’s consider the blessing. 

    “Just like clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand.” We are in God’s
hands.  All of us who are baptized into Christ are in the loving hands of our
Father God. That’s the promise of our faith. God’s hands hold us with a love that
is stronger than death. We belong to One whose only son’s hands were pierced
for our sins and made atonement. In this world, so many people don’t have any
sense of security and stability, of knowing where they’ve come from and where
they are going. But what a blessing it is to know that we are in the hands of the
God who made us and loves us, who fashions us and sustains us and will bring
us safely home at the last. 

    The church is in the hands of God. Frankly, that’s the only way you can
explain the continued existence of the church through the centuries. The church
has known triumph and defeat, reached the stars and tasted the dust. Yet
against all odds, the church has not only survived but continues to grow and to
make disciples in obedience to Christ’s command. The reason for the church’s
endurance is not because of human strength and ingenuity. It’s because the
church is held and upheld by the hand of Almighty God. 

   Indeed, it’s true for the world. “He’s got the whole world in his hands,” we
sing. Yes, indeed. God is the Creator; we are the creatures. Jesus tells us that
we depend on God for every breath. And all our achievements and
advancements have not changed that one iota. God brought the universe into
being and if for one minute he were to withdraw his hand the creation would
disintegrate and cease to be. He’s got the whole world in his hands. 

   But let me come back to the personal aspect of this truth. For we who trust
in God through Jesus Christ know it in a personal way. We are not orphans,
drifting aimlessly through this world. You are in God’s hand and so am I. We are
held by the loving hands of God. And what a blessing it is to know and trust that
truth. “Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand...” 
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    Another blessing that comes from the potter’s house is this: God has a plan
for us. Jeremiah saw that the potter was not working at random; he was
working with a plan. He was designing a worthy and useful vessel. That,
Jeremiah saw, was God’s plan for Israel.

    God has a plan for every one of us. Now he has given each of us gifts for the
common good, so that we can become teachers, musicians, mechanics,
secretaries, nurses and so on.  It pleases God when we develop our gifts and
use them well. But God has an even greater plan for us. God is shaping and
reshaping us to conform to the image of his own dear Son. God is making you
like Jesus. Never think your life doesn’t matter or have any meaning. Never
think you’re too old or that you’ve missed the boat. God is not finished with any
one of us. As long as we live, God is working out his plan in us. Perhaps his
work won’t stop even when we get to heaven, for as someone said, “God has
all eternity to fulfill his plan for our lives.” I find that a great comfort when
someone’s earthly life seems to be cut short. God has all eternity to fulfill his
plan for us and even now he is working it out.

   In the potter’s house the word of God comes to us with yet another blessing.
It may not seem like a blessing but it is. It’s this - that God disciplines those
whom he loves. “The vessel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s
hand and he reworked it into another vessel, as seemed good to him.” The flaw
did not cause the potter to throw the clay away. Instead, he crushed it down
and reworked it according to his plan. Our flaws do not turn aside God away
from us. God does not open his hands and let us go whenever we sin or miss
the mark. Christ died for our sins. But the Bible tells us that God does discipline
those whom he loves. And when you feel God’s pressure in your life it could well
be that God is squeezing out your flaws and sins in order to advance his plan for
you and bring you more in align with his will.

    Last winter I had two cataracts removed - first the left eye, then six weeks
later the right eye. For the first eye, I was given plenty of anaesthetic and I was
completely under for the operation. I didn’t feel a thing. But I was given less
anaesthetic for the 2  eye. This time I could every move the doctor was makingnd

and the pressure of his skillful hands working on my eye. Now it wasn’t painful
really, but I was glad when it was over. And that’s how God works in our lives.
Sometimes we feel God’s hand of discipline; sometimes we don’t, but God is
constantly working to crush out the flaws in order make us more like Christ. It
may even be uncomfortable as we feel God working on us, disciplining us and
correcting us by his word and calling us to repentance, but it’s always done in
love and for our good and our blessing. In the potter’s house the word of God
comes to us with these blessings; We are in God’s hand. God has a plan for us
which he is working out. God disciplines those whom he loves. 



4

    But now look at the warning that comes to us in the potter’s house. The
warning is this: “Don’t harden yourself against God.”

    God said to Israel, “Turn now, all of you from your evil way, and amend your
ways and your doings.” But they say, “It is no use! We will follow our own plans
and each of us will act according to the stubbornness of our evil will.” Now the
analogy of God the potter and Israel the clay becomes strained here because
clay does not have free will, people do. Clay is passive; people can make their
own decisions and take their own actions. Israel chose to harden itself against
God’s loving hand and there were grave consequences. Remember that dark
corner in the potter’s house where the rejected and broken pieces would be
put? Well, that’s what happened to rebellious Israel. God let them go into the
place of exile for years. Now God did not abandon them. His Spirit went with
them into exile. And there in Babylon Israel finally became soft and pliable clay
again. Israel turned to God and he brought them home. But the exile and
restoration was a painful process.

     That is the warning to us, to the church and to the world. Don’t harden
yourself against God and his will. So much pain and loss comes about because
the world has hardened itself towards God. You don’t have to be perfect, but
stay soft and pliable by worshiping God and praying to Him, by hearing his word
and striving to do his will, by receiving this sacrament often, by looking unto
Christ in faith. That how we stay like malleable clay in God’s hand.

     Oh, how God’s longs for the world to turn to him and become as soft and
pliable clay in his hand. What a wonderful plan he has for us and for the whole
all if only we are open to it. And through Christ Crucified and Risen, God has
provided a way back to Him for all who will take it. Through Christ God
graciously reaches into the far off places and brings back those who recognize
that they are broken and needy. But why go through that painful process of
being broken and living far away from home? Don’t let yourself become
hardened. Be as soft and pliable clay in the Potter’s hand. Let Him have his way
with you. For that is the way of great blessing in this world and the next.
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