
THE POTTER AND THE CLAY 
Romans 9:19‑29
You must not lose sight of your surrounding as you study this chapter. The inspired Apostle explains to us why Israel has been rejected by God. The first point in his explanation is the sovereignty of God. The nation of Israel has been rejected, lost its place in the plan of God, because God chose to reject them.

Already we have considered a serious objection to such an explanation. Is it just for God to reject an Esau and choose a Jacob, or better to reject the physical descendents of Jacob and select some Gentiles? From the words of Holy Scripture this has been answered. But the part of the answer that called attention to God hardening Pharaoh raised another objector.

The objector demands, "Why doth he yet find fault? for who hath resisted his will?'' Paraphrased the objector asks, "Why will God find fault with a man for doing what God chose him to do?" The specific reference is to Pharaoh. If God brought Pharaoh on the world scene that through him His power and glory might be demonstrated when he rebelled, how can God hold him responsible for such an action?

Judas provides us with another example of the same problem. Can God hold Judas responsible for doing something he was predestined to do?

In all honesty I must confess that I fail to find an adequate answer for the objector in the response given by Paul. Rather than answer the question, Paul chose to remind us of the position God has as our sovereign Creator. God is the sovereign potter and we are the clay. You will never find an adequate correlation of the sovereignty of God and human responsibility in this life. You must be content to always present God as the Sovereign Potter and man as the responsible clay.
However, these inspired words do provide some helpful insights into the ways of the sovereign Potter with His clay.

THE AUTHORITY OF THE POTTER OVER THE CLAY
Modern man is enamored with the rights of man. Women have come to the front demanding and contending for women's rights. The minorities are going to war for human and civil rights. With the same kind of determination, the Apostle makes the strong case for God's "rights".

''Nay but, O man, who are thou that repliest against God?" Man is addressed in contrast to God. Can anything be more unthinkable than man actually contending verbally and accusingly with God? Is the man not aware of who God is?

"Shall the thing formed say to him that formed it, why hast thou made me thus?'' Man is one formed by God from the dust of the ground. Man owes his very existence to the power and pleasure of God his Creator. Can the creature criticize the ways and methods of the Creator! It is unthinkable!

"Hath not the potter power over the clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honor, and another unto dishonor?" Jeremiah used this same figure to speak to ancient Israel of the ways of God. The people were familiar with the work of the potter. Attention is focused here upon the authority of the potter. This is the type of power referred to. The power of the potter is not omnipotence, but authority. God has both, but His authority is the important thing in considering His sovereignty.

This potter works with a wheel. While seated before the wheel, he selects a lump of clay from a larger lump on the table. On the turning wheel he carefully molds the clay into the type of vessel he wanted to make. Does the clay have any right to cry out to the Potter, "Mr. Potter, I do not want to be a flower pot. I want to be a soup bowl! Mr. Potter, it is not right for you to make me a flower pot when I want to be a soup bowl.''

Such a suggestion is laughable. Everyone acknowledges that the potter has a right to make from the clay anything that pleases Him. From the same lump he is free to make a flower pot or a soup bowl. In the same way God is free, has the authority to make with any life whatever pleases Him. If He wants to make a Moses, He has the right to make a Moses. If He wants to make a Pharaoh, He has the right to make a Pharaoh.

Let me hasten to say that God is so much more than a Potter, and man is so much more to God than clay. Indeed, God is a father and man is a son. However, in all of his relationships God has this absolute kind of sovereign authority.

THE ATTITUDE OF THE POTTER TOWARD THE CLAY
This is a most important consideration. If God has sovereign authority, what is His attitude as He exercises this authority? Paul helps us with this by sharing with us some insights into the attitude of the Potter toward the clay.

First, we have an expression of his attitude toward the vessels of wrath. The identity of the vessels of wrath may give some a problem. We must not conclude from this passage that God made some people simply so that He might destroy them. No potter would spend his time at the wheel making bowls for the sole purpose of hearing them splatter when he broke them. Whenever a vessel made by this all wise Potter becomes good for nothing but destruction, you can be sure that it was not the fault of the Potter ‑‑‑ but of the clay!

A key to understanding their identity is found in the phrase "fitted to destruction". "Fitted" means "prepared or ready". It means that the vessels have come to a place that they are good for nothing but destruction. Nothing in this passage would compel us to believe that God is responsible for them being ready for destruction.

But the question is, "what is God's attitude toward such vessels?" Obviously as their Creator He has the sovereign right to destroy them, but what is His attitude? Obviously, ultimately, He will destroy them in judgment but what is His attitude? His attitude is summed up in "endured with much longsuffering".

When God had all authority to smash the vessels of wrath in utter destruction, He took the more difficult course of patiently bearing with them . He sent ten plagues upon Pharaoh when He had the right to destroy him without any warning. God's attitude toward the vessels of wrath has been one of "much longsuffering".
Even when God does destroy a Pharaoh, He does it in such a way that someone will profit from the destruction. Is not this mercy?

Second, we have an expression of His attitude toward the vessels of mercy. While at first he speaks of vessels of honor and vessels of dishonor, when he writes of actual men he must speak of vessels of wrath and vessels of mercy. There are not human vessels that are by nature vessels of honor‑‑only some that God has chosen to make vessels of mercy. God's attitude is seen in the word mercy. Because of His mercy "He afore prepared unto glory". While man has "fitted himself" to destruction, God is responsible for preparing man for glory. The basic attitude of the Potter has always been mercy.

THE ACTION OF THE POTTER TOWARD THE CLAY
How has the Potter used His sovereign authority over the clay? This is another of the serious questions we must face. The answer of the Apostle is that God has used this Sovereignty to bestow mercy upon some Jews and Gentiles.

This action is best seen in His calling some to salvation. "Even us, whom he hath called, not of the Jews only, but also of the Gentiles". Who can criticize the Potter for bestowing mercy upon some undeserving vessels out of all the nations?
To demonstrate that this action of God is consistent with what the prophets had foretold, Paul quotes from Hosea and Isaiah. These two prophets had spoken of God utilizing the principle of loving people and bestowing mercy upon people who were not His people. Hosea had written of a remnant, "I will call them my people, which were not my people; and her beloved which was not my people." Isaiah had clearly foretold a day when God would reject Israel, but He would preserve a remnant.

God's action as the Sovereign Potter has always been characterized by justice and mercy.

What are the truths we should take away from this passage? There are at least two. We should submissively acknowledge God as the Sovereign Potter over our lives. Nothing is more stupid and vain than for man to live under the false pretense that he has ultimate authority over his own affairs. This belongs to God alone. This should be acknowledged by surrender and submission.

Second, we should gratefully acknowledge His mercy. Even when God does move in judgment, there is mercy involved. The fact that we have been called unto salvation, that we Gentiles have been given a place in His purpose, is a sure sign of mercy. He is truly the Father of all mercy. Blessed be His Name!

