
Jeremiah 18:1-4  “Shaped by God Himself” 
 
Eugene Peterson tells this story:   
There was a night janitor in a Church somewhere in New York called Alf (name changed for 
cultural reasons!).  He lived with his wife and daughter.  During the day he painted.  German by 
birth, Alf grew up during the war years and but married an American girl.  Eugene Peterson got 
to know this man when he was an assistant pastor. 
 
Alf liked to talk about religion; Eugene liked to talk about art, and they became friends.  Alf 
decided to paint Eugene.  Once a week for a few months Eugene would go to his house and sit 
for 30 minutes or so while Alf painted. 
 
One day, his wife came in a let out a shriek: “That's sick.  You're painting him to look like a 
corpse!”  Alf answered defiantly, “He's not sick, that is the way he will look in a few years 
when the compassion is gone, when the mercy gets squeezed out of him.” 
 
Eugene realised what Alf was doing.  They had often argued late into the evenings about the 
Christian faith.  He hated the church.  He thought Christians were hypocrites – all of them.  
Eugene sat awkwardly! 
 
All the Christians he had known had collaborated with the Nazi, from a loose network of spies 
to actively involved in the death camps.  The Christians Alf had known had turned his beloved 
Germany into a pagan war machine.  For him, hypocrite wasn't a strong enough word! 
 
His argument was that the church squeezed the spirit and morality out of persons and reduced 
them to function in a bureaucracy where labels took the place of faces and rules took 
precedence over relationships.  Alf argued passionately:  “But there is no mercy in the church, 
no compassion.”  He then told Eugene never to become a pastor because in 20 years he would 
become nothing but a hollow-eyed administrator, good for nothing but desk-work. 
 
Alf was painting a prophetic warning to Eugene Peterson.  An accurate portrait of what  could 
be if Eugene stayed in the church. 
 
Eugene still has the picture in a drawer and gets it out occasionally to remind himself of this 
danger.  Alf, as an artist, showed what could happen before it happens.  The artist has eyes to 
connect the visible and invisible and the skill to show us complete what we, in our inattentive 
and distracted lives see only in bits and pieces.  When Eugene gets the painting out, he looks at 
it, then looks in a mirror to compare. 
 
This is a powerful reminder of the force of the prophetic imagination.  Jeremiah had one of the 
most powerful imaginations in world history.  The point of the prophetic is to keep us in touch 
with the reality of God and our whole life, showing us what our lives look like from the inside, 
and forces us to examine what we suppose we are doing and what God is doing in us. 
So Jeremiah was commanded, “Go down to the potter's house, and there I will give you my 
message (lit. 'let you hear my words'). 
 



Now, as beautiful as you all look this morning, I suspect that you've had an ordinary summer, 
like me.  Where was God?  What word did He let you hear?  Jeremiah, go to the potters house.  
Brian, go to the bank; Kath, go to the shops; Ben, go to the Gym; Dorothy, go to the school; 
Gary, go to the pub; Jeremiah, go to the potters house. 
 
Go to the ordinary places to hear something extraordinary.  What did you hear?  What did God 
let you see and then hear in these ordinary everyday places?  My friends, if you’re not hearing 
God it’s because you’re not listening.  And if you’re not listening, you’ve got to move 
mountains to find out why.  Climb a hill; get on your knees.  Pray.  Seek.   
 
Jeremiah went and watched the potter at work.  A standard sight, very common, nothing 
remarkable.  He's working at a wheel that has a formless mass of clay on it.  He turns the wheel, 
wets the clay, and his skilled fingers shape the clay.  A little pressure here, a squeeze there, and 
out of that insignificant lump of clay, a vessel, a pot, begins to rise! 
 
Jeremiah is there, eyes & ears waiting and watching.  Watching the clay and potter, but waiting 
for the Word of the Lord.  Waiting for the Word of the Lord in the most common place of all, 
the most hum-drum everyday place. 
 
And suddenly, God spoke v5-6.  “Then the word of the Lord came to me: '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 you are in my hand!” 
 
And suddenly, Jeremiah saw what God was doing.  He saw God at work making a people for 
his glory: the people of God.  Persons created in the image of God, loved by God.  Each one 
beautiful, and each one necessary.  There is no human being who is not useful with a part to 
play in what God is doing.  And there is no human being that is not unique with special lines 
and colours and forms and gifts distinct from everyone else.  God shapes people for his eternal 
purposes and he begins right here. 
 
All of that in the ordinary potters house?  Really?  Yes, and more, such is the power of 
prophetic imagination.  Attentiveness to the Spirit of God in the ordinary everyday 'let's us hear 
and see' what God is doing in every-one, every-where!   
 
 But look again with me at v4.  “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.”  Jeremiah 
was a man of world-wide stature amidst a people who's only aspiration was getting by on the 
backs of their puny idols, surviving at all costs and murdering their own mother for a slice of 
bread; and this is the People of God!! 
 
Some may well say, sat here, in 21st century Britain, a so-called advanced industrialized nation, 
“I have no idols preacher, I'm going to sleep now!”  Brothers and sisters, yes you do, we all 
do. If you think you don’t, you have the idol called ‘Spiritual blindness’, a crafty so-and-so! 
Shall I name a few others?  Sentimentalism, romanticism, dualism, consumerism, paganism, 
capitalism, perfectionism, humanism, fatalism, materialism, criticism. 
 
 



We say 'Jesus is Lord' out loud, 'God I'm bored' in the same breath.  We have other idols: Our 
children; our savings; our time; our possessions; our church!  Even Jeremiah had to deal with 
the Jews who had idolised the Temple (ch7) and we can do that with the church too!  Idols are 
everywhere, and we are God's people, lumps of clay being shaped by the Glorious Potter, as it 
seems best to him! 
 
So right now, imagine yourself as a lump (you don't get asked that everyday!), and ask yourself, 
between you and the Lord, what stage of lump-ness are you at.  What type and shape is the pot 
that the Potter is causing to rise from the lump?  Or are you in the common position of having 
to say, “Lord, do what seems best to you.  Break my rebellion and idolatry and pompous 
religiosity and start again: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of David, have mercy on me a sinner!”   
 
When Jeremiah observed the marred clay, did he expect the potter to storm out in a strop, to 
kick the wheel and sulk; throw the clay at the cat and go and buy some more?  None of that.  
The potter simply starts again.  And this is the process of redemption and salvation.  In 2 Tim 
3:15 Paul tells Timothy that God's Word is able to make us wise for salvation!  Not just to 
merely give salvation in it's finished form, but to make us wise for salvation as we are shaped 
and crafted by the potter throughout our life! 
 
So God kneads and presses, pushes and pulls.  The creative work starts again, patiently, 
skillfully.  God doesn't give up.  God doesn't throw away what is spoiled.  Salvation is being on 
the wheel, but any lump of clay that is just left on the wheel, would surely wonder to itself (if it 
had consciousness), “Is this it? 'Jesus is Lord – God I'm bored'.  But that's not a proper picture 
of salvation or what God is doing with people or the purpose of clay.  Being wise for salvation 
is knowing that God will keep on shaping, crafting. 
 
The purpose of the clay is to be made into an ornate pot for the King's Kingdom. 
The purpose of salvation is to be made into the image of Christ.   
 
I'm not the potter.  I point to the Potter and urge and encourage and shepherd you towards Him 
as best I can (a best that is never good enough – I'm more aware of that than any of you)!   
 
This is really serious.  In the ordinary everyday world of a potter and his clay, Jeremiah saw 
and heard God working and shaping His people for eternal purposes, for Glory.  For Himself. 
 
So how will you listen to the Word of the Lord this morning.  “Oh that’s just some bloke with 
his clay.”  “Oh, that’s just our pastor doing his preachy bit.”  Let us come before the Potter now 
in repentance because the Potter really wants to shape you/us.  Who do you need to forgive?   
 
Some of you need to forgive God.  Some others here and elsewhere need to forgive me, and I 
ask for your forgiveness.  Yet more of you need to forgive one another.  The Potter forgives us 
as we forgive others.  How can we not forgive when the Potters hands are all over us, making, 
moving and shaping us into what He wants? 
 
John Bright in his Jeremiah commentary said, “The clay can frustrate the potter's intention and 
cause him to change it: as the quality of clay determines what the potter can do with it, so the 
quality of a people determines what God will do with them.” 



 
Your quality is based on and is determined by your attentiveness to the goodness of God all 
around you in the everyday and every person, and your readiness, eagerness, desire to forgive 
and be forgiven, to forgive and be healed, to forgive and be saved, to forgive and be made wise 
for salvation. 
 
God had once called Jeremiah with these words in 1:5 “Before I formed you in the womb, I 
knew you...”  That is true for all of us here today.  The verb 'formed' in Heb is yatzer.  And in 
our bible passage he stands in the house of the potter, in Heb yotzer.   
 
God shaped Jeremiah; God is shaping the people.  God is a yotzer working at his wheel on the 
people the lump of clay; he forms/shapes yatzer them.   
 
In this sense, in this very biblical sense, the life of faith is very physical.  Being a Christian is 
very much a matter of the flesh – of space and time and things.  It means being thrown on the 
potter's wheel and shaped, our entire selves, into something useful and beautiful.  And when we 
are not useful or beautiful we are reshaped.  It will be painful but it will be worth it. 
 
So pay attention.  Forgive quickly.  Live wisely.  Love passionately.  If our German painter 
friend could paint you now, what would he paint you like? 
 
Amen 


