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Watch the Potter at His Wheel: he takes great care and concern to shape the perfect pot

1This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD:  2 “Go down to the potter’s house, and there I will give you my message.”  3 So I went down to the potter’s house, and I saw him working at the wheel.  4 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. 5 Then the word of the LORD came to me:  6 “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.  7 If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, 8 and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned.  9 And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, 10 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.  11 “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.’

I’m not a very artistic person.  You will never see me as a designer on TLC’s Trading Spaces.  I do not know how to make a canvas come to life with oils or chalk, much less stretch it out over a frame.  I wouldn’t know where to begin using a sewing machine in order to design my own clothing line.  And so I’m very appreciative of those who do it well.  As I walk through our fellowship hall I still pause and admire the paintings of the last two days of creation and the Holy City of Jerusalem.  I applaud the ladies who work on our banners that hang in the chapel.  I appreciate the skills of one of members who created a beautiful sign for our new property, all out of scrap wood.  Of all the aspects of art, perhaps the one form that fascinates me is pottery.  It’s amazing how someone can take a shapeless lump of wet clay, slop it onto a flat wheel that spins around and around.  That potter takes his or her hands and shapes that pile of nothing into something beautiful.  Today, as we study the book of Jeremiah chapter 18, we will see that our LORD is just like a potter.  We’ll see how he uses great love and care to form the perfect pot.

The occupation of a potter did not begin in Jeremiah’s day.  Way back in the Garden of Eden we read that our Lord was the first potter.  In Genesis 2:7 we read, “The LORD God formed the man from the dust of the ground.”  The Hebrew word for formed means: to form as a potter would at his potter’s wheel.  The same word is used when God fashions the birds, fish and animals from the dust of the earth.  In Isaiah 49:5 the prophet uses that same Hebrew word picture to describe how the LORD created the world.  He put a big lump of clay on his giant potter’s and wheel and spun in it around, shaping it in his hands until it was just as he wanted it to be.  Jeremiah 1:5 describes the formation of a baby in its mother’s womb as something a potter does at his potter’s wheel.  It’s a very neat word picture to describe the work our LORD does.  Not only does the LORD shape physical objects with his omnipotent hands, but he also shapes spiritual objects.  

The prophet Jeremiah began his ministry about 25 years prior to destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.  During his ministry the LORD tells Jeremiah to take a field trip.  So Jeremiah walks down to potter’s house and watches him at work.  He sees that the clay he is working with becomes marred, that is, ruined, in his hands.  The potter does not give up, but continues to work with the clay until it is a beautiful vessel.  The LORD wanted to use this picture to teach a lesson to his people Israel.  He says to them, “Can I not do with you as this potter does?”   

The people of Israel could recognize that it was the LORD God who had shaped them to be the nation they were.  Way back in history he had promised Abraham that through his family, the Hebrews, the Messiah would be born.  Over time the LORD continue to fashion his people into a special vessel.  He revealed his law and ceremonies to keep them as a special nation, set apart from all others.  At the time of Jeremiah the Israelites had abandoned the ceremonies. They had fallen away from God and began to worship false gods.  They had become ruined clay in the hands of the potter.  It wasn’t the potter’s fault.  They resisted his efforts to shape them into the pot he wanted them to be.  And so the LORD says, “I will destroy you.”     

Today we celebrate the Reformation of Christian church.  We thank God for the man Martin Luther, who stood on the truth of God’s Word.  But Luther was not always a staunch defender of the truth.  As a monk living in a monastery he had a different feeling toward God.  He saw God as the angry, righteous Judge, who wanted to destroy him. The only way Luther felt that he could appease God’s anger was to perform acts of penance; prayers, physically abusing his body and to do other good deeds.  It wasn’t totally his fault.  The pastors of his day preached to their congregations that each individual was born with a tiny ember of divine goodness.  They taught that each person needed to appeal to this spark of goodness, fan it into a flame and then, just maybe, they could earn God’s grace and forgiveness.  The pastors of Luther’s day also taught that the church could help the people.  They made the sacraments into good works, which, when performed, assured the sinner of his or her salvation.  And the people listened.  They couldn’t really read their Bibles because they were all written in Latin. Most people could not read Latin.  They were Germans. 

In his books Luther wrote that the more he did these works, the less he was sure of salvation, the more his conscience plagued him.  He haven’t done enough, wasn’t contrite enough.  And every time he focused on fanning that spark into a flame, he discovered that he kept focusing on himself rather than on God.  This was a man who was about to become a professor and doctor of theology, and he could find no peace with God.  

In his studies Luther came across Romans 1:17, “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith.”  The Holy Spirit led Luther to focus on the words “from God.”  Righteousness was not something earned, but rather given from God.  The more he studied his Bible he also discovered that no one is born with a spark of goodness.  Rather, all people are born totally corrupt, sinful through and through, wholly wicked and evil.  There is no way a sinful lump of clay can become righteous by performing good works.  The potter has to come and shape the clay.  “Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand,” declares the LORD. (vs6)

As sinful clay I had the decision to reject the loving hands of the potter who wants to shape me.  I can refuse his grace and mercy.  The potter could have said, “Fine, I’ll destroy you forever in hell then.”  But he didn’t do that with me, and didn’t do that with you.  He decided not to give up.  He kept working with this lump of clay, shaping it and molding it into a beautiful pot.  Since you and I were totally corrupt lumps of clay, God had to put that spark of faith in us.  He accomplished this at your Baptism.  That little ember of faith has been fanned into a flame that burns brightly inside all of you as he shapes you with his Word and Sacraments.  Before you and I were sinful lumps of clay.  Now, God can declare you to be a righteous pot, holy in his sight.  You see, when Christ became man, he was made from the purest clay.  He was able to live a sinless life, and die an innocent death, a death that has value for all people.  The Father took Christ’s righteousness and gave it to you, declaring you to be righteous, that is, forgiven and holy in his sight.    
You and I are declared right in God’s sight.  Luther often said that while the Christian is a saint, at the same time he is a sinner.  This is why the LORD gives us a warning from this section in Jeremiah.  “Look! I am preparing a disaster for you and devising a plan against you.  So turn from our evil ways, each one of you, and reform your ways and your actions.”  (vs11)  If when we sin, we do not repent, the LORD will keep his promise and destroy us forever in hell.  If, by faith, we repent, he will continue to shape us and form us.   This is the recurring theme in the book of Jeremiah, “Return to me and I will turn back to you.”  If you repent, O Israel, I will turn away from the plans of destruction I had intended to bring upon you because of your sins.  

So what is true repentance?  As sinful pots spinning on the potter’s wheel we could try to be what our potter wants us to be.  But that would be falling into the sin of works righteousness again, trying to fulfill the law when we cannot.  We could stop our sinful actions so that we would not get into trouble.  But then that’s not true repentance, it’s changing an action just to save our own skin.  Then the potter has reason to destroy us again.  True repentance is, first of all, recognizing and acknowledging that we are cracked, frail, weak pots, that we cannot do anything good on our own. True repentance does not come from within us, but from without, from the potter himself.  True repentance comes when the potter shapes us with his Word.   The Law condemns us and reminds us of our sin and our sinful actions.  The first commandment tells us , You shall have no other gods.”  Well, I know I’ve broken when I pay more attention to my family, time, possessions and money than I do my God.  His Gospel shows our Savior.  He obeyed that commandment and all of the Father’s laws perfectly in our place.  He died to pay for our sins.  True repentance is initiated by hearing this message and clinging to the Savior for salvation.  As a sinful clay pot we flee to Jesus for forgiveness.  We run to him and ask for help the next time we face temptation.  And the potter delivers the assurance that forgiveness is ours.  The potter reaches down and wraps his loving hands around you and shapes you.  Today you received that love from the Father as you confessed your sins, acknowledging you were sinful pots. The pastor then turned and absolved you, that is, announced the Father’s forgiveness for the sake of his Son’s sacrifice.  The potter also reaches down and shapes you with his forgiveness when you stand before his altar and take part in his body and blood.        

Martin Luther also recognized that this was the only way he could truly turn and repent of his sin.  Only if the Law and Gospel touched his heart.  Before, Luther felt that he needed to confess and do works of penance.  These offered no true lasting peace to his conscience.  His conscience was constantly tortured.  Then he read Romans 3:28, “A man is justified, that is, declared not guilty b faith alone, apart from observing the law.”  Repentance was not a work that earned forgiveness, but rather an act of faith motivated by the gospel that receives forgiveness.  

Luther continued to spin on the potter’s wheel, being shaped and formed through the Word of the gospel.  The potter shaped Luther into a great Christian man with many gifts.  A complete reform of the Catholic church never took place, as Luther intended, but in its place a visible gathering of believers formed a church body that stood on the true teachings of the Bible and condemned those who did not; the Lutheran church which still stands today.  The Lord fashioned Luther with the gifts to translate the Bible from the Hebrew and Greek into German.  He put his Word into the hands of the people in their language, so that they could study it themselves and know that what the church had been teaching them was wrong and what Luther was teaching was the truth.  The Lord also shaped Luther to write many hymns and prayers which still edify us today.    

As you spin on the potter’s wheel the Lord continues to shape you with his gospel message.  The Lord also moves you to do great things for his Church as he shapes you with his gospel.  You will never be a perfect pot here on earth.  But we all look forward with great anticipation to that day when the LORD will take us off his potter’s wheel, not to destroy us, but to stick us in his heavenly oven and cure us in perfection and righteousness forever; righteousness that is ours through faith in Jesus.  

To God alone be the glory.  Amen. 

