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Jeremiah 18: 1-11 
 
 The image…the metaphor…of God as potter…of God as artisan…seems 
to have entered the vocabulary of ancient Israel about a century prior to the birth 
of the prophet Jeremiah.  In an oracle offered by the First Isaiah, some 100 years 
prior to Jeremiah, we hear this rebuke of his contemporaries:  

 
Ah, you who hide deep from the LORD your counsel, 

 whose deeds are in the dark, 
 and who say, “Who sees us? Who knows us?” 

You turn things upside down! 
Shall the potter be regarded as the clay, 

that the thing made should say of its maker,  “He did not make me”; 
or the thing formed say of him who formed it,  “He has no understanding”?i 

 
Clearly it is but a small step from this, to the place of the potter in Jeremiah.  

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 That having been said…the potter most certainly does take on new depth 
in Jeremiah, in large measure because Jeremiah speaks his prophetic word right 
smack dab inside the confines of a potter’s workshop.  That’s where God has 
commanded Jeremiah to go, promising Jeremiah that once there, he’ll hear the 
word of God.  And yes: having arrived at that workshop, God’s own voice makes 
the comparison between God’s distinctive work amongst the nations, and the 
work a potter performs as she shapes the whirling clay before her.  Let’s start 
right there: with the fact that it is God’s work with the nations—God’s work with 
all the nations—that is central to this word from Jeremiah’s God. 

 
 Listen again to the Word of God as declared by Jeremiah.  

 
 Behold, like the clay in the potter's hand, so are you in my hand, O house 
of Israel. If at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck 
up and break down and destroy it,  and if that nation, concerning which I have 
spoken, turns from its evil, I will relent of the disaster that I intended to do to 
it.  And if at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom that I will build 
and plant it,  and if it does evil in my sight, not listening to my voice, then I will 
relent of the good that I had intended to do to it.  Please notice: while that is most 
certainly an oracle Jeremiah directs at his people, it is one that has implications 
for all people!  That’s significant!   

 



 Consider…consider that if we begin reading the Bible from its first page, 
the book’s universal ambitions are immediately apparent, given the Bible’s 
chosen starting point with the creation of the cosmos, followed by a primeval 
history that encompasses all humanity.  Part way through Genesis, of course, the 
focus shifts to the specific story of a specific people; but when their story is 
viewed from the perspective of the opening chapters of Genesis, it is easy to 
remain grounded in the realization that ancient Israel’s particular story has 
implications for every other human story.  However! 

 
 If instead of starting to read the Bible from its first pages in Genesis, we 
begin by reading the most ancient parts of the Bible… 

 
  …bear in mind that our scriptures were written down over a period 
of at least 1200 years, with much of the material circulating in oral traditions from 
an even earlier time.  The Bible as we have it begins at the beginning of the 
story, but it does not begin with the most ancient of its writings… 

 
   …and so, if we read some of scripture’s earliest poetry, it 
becomes clear that Israel at first regarded its God in tribal terms: one national 
god living side by side with a wide array of other national gods.  A classic 
example comes from the “Song of Moses”, a song celebrating the Hebrew 
slaves’ escape from bondage: 

 
“Who is like you, O LORD, among the gods? 

 Who is like you, majestic in holiness, 
awesome in glorious deeds, doing wonders?”ii 

 
Israel’s God is envisioned here as one god among the many gods: a perspective 
which appears to have held sway until the time of the prophets: particularly Isaiah 
and Jeremiah.  We owe to these and others of their rank the realization that 
Israel’s God is God.  While this does not alter Israel’s unique vocation, each 
nation stands within the scope of God’s purview!  They too are shaped by God’s 
hands, much as clay is subject to the hands of the potter.  And yes: such 
prophetic universalism ought to be recognized as a significant stepping stone 
toward the Christian universalism that sees Christ as having been sent not only 
to challenge and to bless his own people, but to challenge and to bless all 
people.  In short: we are all in Jeremiah’s debt as he names his God as our 
God….his Divine Artisan as our Divine Artisan.  Then again: for some of us, that 
may be a less than happy prospect. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 That the image of God the potter has proven itself a powerfully comforting 
image ought not to be denied.  A recent commentary on Jeremiah offers the 
reminder that one of the apocryphal books—a book found in Catholic Bibles but 
not in Protestant Bibles, that book includes a portrait of a potter lovingly at work.   



So too is the potter sitting at his work 
and turning the wheel with his feet 

he is always deeply concerned over his work 
and all his output is by number. 
He moulds the clay with his arm 
and makes it pliable with his feet 

he sets his heart to finish the glazing 
and he is careful to clean the furnace.iii 

 
From that loving portrait of the potter, it is but a short step to the heartfelt trust 
that pervades a well known Robert Browning poem:  

 
So, take and use Thy work 

Amend what flaws may lurk… 
My times be in Thy hand! 

Perfect the cup as planned!iv 
 

You get the point.  In an age of faith—and in the eyes of those whose faith 
transcends their age—there is great comfort to be derived from the thought that 
we are but clay in the hands of a loving potter.  That we are not, however, 
blessed to live in such an age seems hard to deny!   

 
 Indeed: if we are honest with ourselves, there is much in Jeremiah’s 
portrait of the potter with which we are likely to struggle.  Two of the most 
influential philosophers of the modern era—John Jacques Rousseau and 
Immanuel Kant—insist that human actions are morally meaningful only if freely 
undertaken.  The technical term for such free acts is autonomy; such acts stand 
in contrast to heteronomy in which our actions are determined by forces external 
to us.  In modernity, we tend to react with repugnance at the thought of living our 
lives under outside control, for instance the control of a foreign occupying army.  
But what if the one doing the occupying is none other than the Divine Artisan?  
What if the One in whose hands we find ourselves is the God who shaped us and 
breathed life into us?  Does that make our unease disappear?  Does that make it 
any easier for us to accept that we may not truly be masters of our own lives? 

 
 As a matter of fact: at our lectionary study group this past Thursday one of 
the participants made the point that a key factor…not the only factor but a key 
factor…that often drives moderns away from the Church, is an unease with 
regarding themselves as clay in the hands of a heavenly craftsman.  Others may 
find comfort there…but not everyone is ready to take that step.  And yes: to be 
fair to those who so struggle, let’s acknowledge that there is a way of reading 
Jeremiah—especially if we forget that the God of Jeremiah is the God of love… 

 
     …a way of reading Jeremiah that amounts to a 
vision of God not unlike the vision of the gods to which Shakespeare’s King Lear 
was eventually brought: As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods/They kill us for 



their sport.v  While it would be grossly unfair to accuse John Calvin of harbouring 
quite so despairing an attitude, his interpretation of Jeremiah’s potter provides 
some of the foundation for what is known as Calvin’s doctrine of “double 
predestination”: namely that God, the potter, pre-shapes and predestines some 
of his human vessels for eternal bliss, while others are pre-shaped and 
predestined for eternal damnation.  And there is nothing—according to Calvin’s 
way of regarding things…absolutely nothing those vessels can do to change any 
of that.  So much for human autonomy!  So much for human freedom!  And yes: 
in the process: so much for any plausible way of regarding God as truly meriting 
the title, the God of love, especially from the perspective of his broken, destined- 
for-a-bad-outcome, vessels! But what…what are we to say to all this? 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 Well: let’s start by simply stating that Calvin’s double predestination, 
whatever justice it may or may not do to the apostle Paul (very little IMHO, but 
that’s a sermon for another day)…let’s start by insisting that Calvin’s double 
predestination is a gross distortion of what Jeremiah actually says here.  What is 
obvious throughout Jeremiah’s visit to the potter’s shop, is that God the potter 
acts in response to human initiative.  God’s blessings and God’s reproach are 
freely offered in response to freely undertaken human actions; those blessings 
and reproaches do not cause human beings to follow good or evil paths, but are 
offered in response to those who in human freedom have made crucial moral 
choices.  The vision of God offered here is light-years removed from that of a 
despot predestining human choices from afar…and the vision of humanity 
offered here is light-years removed from that of robots with no choice but to 
follow pre-programmed pathways laid down for them by a Divine artisan.  Let’s 
be clear on that; far from being the enemy of human freedom, the Biblical vision 
presents God as the author and guarantor of human freedom.  Nevertheless!   

 
 The vision of human freedom…the vision of human freedom offered to us 
in our faith tradition—which is to say, the vision of human freedom offered by the 
Gospel—is most certainly not a vision of absolute freedom.  And you know what? 
Anyone who has ever thought they could jump off a cliff, wave their arms and 
start to fly, would know that we human beings are most certainly not absolutely 
free: certainly not free in the sense that God is free.  The Gospel’s understanding 
of human freedom is a conditional understanding: freedom conditioned not only 
by our finitude but also by the fact that our freedom is lived out in dialogue with, 
in relationship to God: part of an evolving cosmic work of art in which our lives 
freely-lived, form a minute but indispensable part of the world of wonders over 
which the Divine Artisan daily labours.  And yes: if you ask me to explain how our 
finite freedom intersects and interacts with God’s infinite freedom, I’m afraid I’ll 
respond by naming it as a mystery: a mystery into which I one day anticipate we 
will have a deeper understanding, but a mystery that even then, will perhaps 
remain close to the very heart of the deep things of God.  But what I will also 
say… 



 
  …as one who deeply cherishes his freedom…but who recognizes 
into just how many dead-ends I would crash were I to be left to my own 
devices… 

 
   …what I will also say is that God the Potter—whose perfect 
freedom is none other than the freedom perfectly to love… 

 
    …what I will also say is that this divine 
craftsman…this divine artisan…is shaping a future so stunning, so glorious, that 
we will one day look back to realize that our fears were groundless…and that the 
trust we placed in Him, tentative though it may well have been, was most 
definitely not a trust placed in vain.  And so yes!  Even here…even now…as 
those who are being shaped by hands of love: with faltering voice and wavering 
hearts and a boat-load of yet to be answered questions: we are nonetheless 
entitled to speak our word of gratitude and yes, to speak our word of glory!  
Glory!  Glory to this, our God: whose power working in us can and most certainly 
does accomplish infinitely more than we can possibly ask or imagine.  Glory to 
our Artisan God: from generation to generation: in the Church and in Christ 
Jesus, now and forever.   
 
 Amen! 
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