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“Like Clay in the Potter’s Hand” 

Jeremiah 18:1-11 
 

 From 2005 through 2012, Jo Ann and I lived in Sanford, NC, where I served as pastor of the 

Jonesboro Heights Baptist Church. That part of the state is known for its pottery. 

 There are several potteries in the Sanford area, and for many years on the weekend before 

Mother’s Day, Sanford hosted a pottery festival. About 45 miles west of Sanford is the town of 

Seagrove, where there are several families who have been potters for generations, some dating 

back into the 1700s. There are so many potteries around Seagrove along or just off of Highway 

705 that the state has designated that road the “Pottery Highway.” Jo Ann bought me the pottery 

Communion set that we often use in our services from a potter in Seagrove. 

 Now pottery is nothing new. Historians and archaeologists tell us that it was one of the first 

things that human beings learned to make. The methods have changed over the course of history, 

but the basic method of throwing pottery on a wheel is the same today as it was in Jeremiah’s 

day, except that in ancient times, the wheel was turned by the potter’s foot or by an assistant 

rather than by an electric motor. 

 The process of making pottery amazes me. I mean, look at this beautiful pottery pitcher I’ve 

brought with me this morning. Someone gave it to us years ago along with some other matching 

pieces. It’s hard to believe that it started out as just a big lump of clay. But it did. 

 One day in a workshop off the Pottery Highway, a potter took that lump of clay that he had 

already worked with to remove all the air pockets and get just the right amount of moisture in it, 

and put it on the wheel. He started the wheel turning and began to squeeze and mold the clay 

with his bare hands, holding it in the center of the wheel and adjusting it until it finally became 

balanced and centered on the wheel. 

 Once it was balanced, the potter poured a little water over it and saw where the spinning 

motion of the wheel caused the water to gather. Then putting his hands on either side of the lump 

of clay, he put his thumbs together right on that spot where the water gathered and began to press 

them down into the clay. And the clay opened up. 

 He then worked the inside of the clay to open it all the way to the bottom layer. He formed 

the floor of the inside and smoothed the inside walls, not digging out the clay but fashioning it 

like he wanted it on the inside. 

 Once this stage was done, he began to use his hands to “lift” the thick walls upward to make 

the clay a vessel. That’s the amazing part—to watch that lump of clay be drawn upward, thick 

walls becoming thinner as the clay rises. But this is the critical stage. What’s now becoming a 

vessel is very fragile. If the potter makes a mistake, or if there’s some kind of flaw in the clay, 

the vessel may collapse, and the potter has to start all over again with it. 
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 When the potter had lifted the vessel to the height he wanted, he began to shape it into a 

pitcher. Using his hands and some simple tools, he shaped it into what you see here, fashioning it 

into a beautiful piece of pottery. 

 He added the handle, let it dry to a stage where it was like leather, then prepared it and fired 

it in the kiln. 

 And this was the result of his work—a lovely pottery pitcher that has adorned our house for 

years. 
 

Jeremiah at the potter’s house 

 Jeremiah had been a prophet in Judah for a quarter of a century by the time the LORD sent 

him to the potter’s house. He had tried to turn the people of Judah back to the LORD, pleading 

with them, pronouncing God’s coming judgment on them, and praying for them. The religious 

reforms that King Josiah had brought about evaporated under the rule of his sons Jehoahaz and 

Jehoiakim. No doubt, Jeremiah was nearly hopeless. He was convinced that God’s judgment was 

soon coming and that Judah would be taken into exile.  

 And then the word of the LORD came to him, telling him to go to the potter’s house, where 

the LORD would give him a message. 

 Jeremiah obeyed and went. When he got there, he began to watch the potter at work at the 

wheel. He was making some kind of vessel, but something happened. It was marred. It’s 

interesting that the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament that was made a few 

centuries before Christ) translates it that the vessel that he was making with his hands fell. This 

would suggest that as the potter was “lifting” the walls upward to make the vessel, it collapsed. 

 But he didn’t throw the clay away. Instead, he started all over again, and fashioned it into 

another, different vessel, shaping it as seemed best to him (18:4).1 

 It was then that the word of the LORD came to Jeremiah (18:6): 
 

“Can I not do with you, Israel, as this potter does?” declares the LORD. “Like clay in the hand 
of the potter, so are you in my hand, Israel.” 

 

 The LORD went on to say that if He pronounced judgment on a nation or kingdom, and that 

nation repented of its evil, He would relent and not bring the disaster He had planned on it. 

Likewise, if He had pronounced blessing on a nation, and that nation disobeyed Him and did 

evil, He would reconsider the good He had intended to do for that nation. 

 Then the LORD declared that He was preparing disaster for Judah and called on them to 

repent, each one of them individually. 

 They were in rebellion against the LORD, the great Potter. They were about to collapse. If 

they would yield to the Potter and let Him work them and re-center them, He would again lift 

them up and fashion them into another vessel according to His purpose. How God worked in 

them would depend on their response to Him. 

 In this passage, God used the image of the potter to call His people to repentance and hope. 

 There would be judgment, yes. But He was not done with them. Though they might go into 

exile, He would begin to fashion them into a vessel for His purpose again. 
 

On the Potter’s wheel 

 Have you ever felt like you were on a potter’s wheel, spinning round and round and round? 

 Have you ever felt like God was squeezing you, pressing in on you in some area or areas of 

your life?  

 Well, take heart! That means God is at work in your life! He’s working to fashion you into 
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what He wants you to be. Just like every one of us who trusts in and follows Jesus Christ as our 

Lord, you’re a work in progress! 

 You see, the word of the LORD that Jeremiah received at the potter’s house reminds us that 

God is working to fashion us according to His purpose; how we turn out depends on our 

response. 
 

 He is working, you know. Sometimes it’s hard for us to see it, but He is. Sometimes it’s in 

those times that we can’t see Him working that He’s working at the deepest levels, working to 

prepare us for what He wants to do that we can see. 

 He’s working to fashion us according to His purpose. Paul tells us in Romans 8:29 that 

God’s purpose for us is to make us like Christ, to conform us to His image, so that He might be 

the firstborn among many brothers and sisters. Making us like Christ involves the shaping of our 

character. And when we become like Christ, we’ll be doing the kinds of things He did and does. 

We’ll be loving others with self-giving, sacrificial love that grows out of who we are, no matter 

what the other person is like. We’ll be putting others before ourselves. We’ll be joining Jesus in 

His ongoing mission in the world, being the people of God and telling the Good News about 

Jesus to the world through our way of life and our words. 

 Because ultimately, God is shaping us to be like Christ, to be vessels for His kingdom use, 

vessels for Him to use to accomplish His mission in the world. 

 But how does He do this? How does He work in our lives to fashion us according to His 

purpose? 

 Sometimes God works in our lives in powerful, dramatic ways—those ways that stir our 

hearts when we hear testimonies about them. Sometimes things come together in ways that we 

can only interpret as being providential, that God has orchestrated it. Or maybe He brings 

physical or spiritual healing to a desperate situation. Or He provides for a need in a miraculous or 

amazing way. When those things happen, they strengthen our faith. They make an impact on us 

spiritually. They help shape our understanding and our character. 

 But more often, God works through the mundane, ordinary routines of our lives, often in 

ways we never discern. He quietly works to lift us gently toward what He wants us to become. 

The regular practice of the spiritual disciplines of worship, meditation, prayer, study, fasting, 

simplicity, solitude, submission, service, confession, guidance, and celebration may sometimes 

seem routine or even rote. But in the discipline of practicing these disciplines, God works to 

shape us, just as the athlete has to discipline himself or herself to practice the same things over 

and over and over again.  

Sometimes we think those ways are outdated or stale or boring. That’s when we need to 

realize that the wisdom of Scripture and the experience of God’s people through the ages are 

greater than our individual wisdom!  

Sometimes something marvelous happens—the ordinary becomes extraordinary. God works 

or speaks to us in the midst of the ordinary in powerful, extraordinary ways. He rewards the 

discipline! He gives us a special sense of His felt presence, or He does something in our 

circumstances that can only be explained as His work. And when He does, it shapes us. 

Sometimes He works in our lives in painful ways. As He works to center us, we resist Him 

and He has to apply pressure. Sometimes rough edges have to be smoothed out or designs have 

to be cut in. Sometimes we’re deeply wounded by others, but God uses it to shape us into who 

He wants us to be. Sometimes, He uses the grief of the death of a loved one or friend to teach us 

what it means to hope in the resurrection. Those are the times when it is so hard. But sometimes 

the seasons of suffering are when He shapes us at the deepest levels of our souls. 



 4 

 

Now we have to remember that as God works to fashion us according to His purpose, how we 

turn out depends on our response to Him and His work. 

 If we resist Him in the process, our vessel may collapse. He doesn’t throw us away and 

abandon us; but He has to start all over again. And sometimes our resistance may prevent us 

from doing something that He intended for us to do. He’ll reshape us, but that particular 

opportunity may be past. 

 But if we yield to Him, responding to His work and His shaping of our character, presenting 

our bodies to Him as living sacrifices, loving Him with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, He 

will, over time, fashion us into the vessel He wants us to be, and will work through us to 

accomplish His kingdom purpose. 
 

But remember, friends, that Jeremiah was talking to the nation of Judah, giving a word of 

warning and judgment. He called individuals to repent, but he called the nation to repent as well. 

Even so, Christ calls His church. He calls us as His people to yield to the Potter’s hand to be 

formed and fashioned as He desires, to be His vessel to be used for His mission in the world. 

 And so here’s the question we all have to answer this morning. Are we, both individually and 

corporately, willing to be molded by God into the vessel He wants us to be, so He can use us as 

He wants to use us? 

Are you? 

 

MEG 
                                                 

1 Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 


