The Potter’s Freedom

Romans 9:14-23


There are certain phrases every parent begins to expect from their kids. Phrases like "why?" or, "But mom and dad, Johnny’s parents let him do it." Another familiar phrase that we often hear from our children is, "That’s not fair!" 
We said it as kids and when we become parents our kids bombard us with that phrase-payback time. And of course the standard response we learned from our parents that we pass on to our kids is, "Life’s not fair."

When you’re a kid, you expect things to be fair. But as we get older, we tend to grow more cynical. But even in our cynicism we hold out hope that at least there’s one person who is fair-and that’s God. 
Even if a criminal slips through justice in this life, we hope they don’t slip past God’s justice. Even when we’re wronged and betrayed by people we care about, even when those we care about turn on us, even when we’re tricked out of our hard earned money, at least we can trust that that person will have to stand before God. 
Even if life isn’t fair, at least we can trust God to be fair.

But what if he isn’t? What if God plays favorites or if God’s definition of fairness is different than our definition of fairness? When a person begins to doubt God’s fairness, that suspicion erodes the very core of his or her confidence in God. 
How can you trust someone who isn’t trustworthy? How can you put your confidence in someone who might let you down?

We’ve been studying the book of Romans for the past several weeks and in this study we’ve been looking at God’s message to our world through His Son Jesus Christ. In the first four chapters of Romans we looked at the good news about God’s integrity, in chapters 5 to 8 we looked at the good news about God’s love and then last week we started chapters 9 to 11 by looking at the good news about God’s faithfulness.

I mentioned last week that Romans chapter 9 is one of the most difficult and controversial chapters in the New Testament. Differences over how to understand Romans 9 have parted friendships, split churches and divided Christians into different doctrinal groups. 
I introduced chapter 9 last week by posing a dilemma. And the dilemma was this: If Jesus Christ fulfills God’s promises to the Jewish people of Israel, then why do the majority of Jewish people reject Jesus as their Messiah? 
We saw that even though the nation of Israel has mostly rejected Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s promises to them that God isn’t done with Israel yet. But because Israel has rejected Jesus, God has created the Christian Church to fulfill God’s purposes in this stage of his plan. 
We saw last week that this is nothing new, because God has always used individuals and nations in special ways to fulfill his strategy. Just as in the Old Testament God chose Isaac over Ishmael, just as he chose Jacob over Esau, so now has chosen his Church over Israel for the unfolding of God’s plan.
But Paul warned us last week that this shouldn’t cause us to think that God’s promises to Israel have failed or that the Church has replaced Israel. It simply means that for the time being God is using the Christian Church for the outworking of his strategy.

Now a person could look at God’s strategy and conclude that it isn’t fair. God’s choice of Abraham out of all the nations, his choice of Isaac over Ishmael, his choice of Jacob over Esau, his choice of Israel over the other ancient nations and now his choice of the Church over Israel could be construed as God playing favorites. 
And so the question I want to propose to you this morning is this: Is God fair in the way he’s working out his plan? Today we’re going to look at some reasons of why we can trust God to be fair in the outworking of his plan.

God’s Motive (Romans 9:14-18)

And so if you have your Bibles with you this morning, please turn with me to Romans 9, starting at verse 14. The message this morning is entitled, “The Potter’s Freedom.” (Pray and read Romans 14-18).

When Paul uses this phrase, "What shall we say then?" he’s anticipating a false conclusion from what he’s said so far. Back in chapter 3:5 he said, "What shall we say then? Is God unjust to judge people?" 

In chapter 6:1 he said, "What shall we say then? Shall we continue to sin that grace might abound?" In chapter 7:1 he said, "What shall we say then? Is the law sin?" 

And in each case he rejected the conclusion as a false conclusion. Paul’s answer to each of these questions was simple-“Duh, No!” Sarcasm was common back then in preaching and teaching and Paul often used sarcasm to make an obvious point.

So does God play favorites with people? Paul rejects this conclusion as wrong and he quotes a verse from the Old Testament book of Exodus to prove that God isn’t unjust.

At first it’s unclear exactly how this quotation from Exodus 33:19 demonstrates God’s fairness. The incident Paul quotes from in Exodus 33 is when Moses asks to see God’s glory. Let me quote the entire verse, since here Paul only quotes half of the verse:

19 And He said, "I Myself will make all My goodness pass before you, and will proclaim the name of the LORD before you; and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show compassion on whom I will show compassion." (NASU).

In the context, the phrase Paul quotes here is connected to God’s name. This event from the Jewish Bible’s book of Exodus is the closest we come in the Jewish Bible to the innermost nature of God.

Notice what this text doesn’t say. God doesn’t say, "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy and I will show cruelty on whom I will show cruelty." He doesn’t say, "I’m fair with some people and unfair with others." The emphasis here is on God’s mercy and compassion-that these character qualities are at the very heart of God’s nature.

The emphasis seems to be that no one can establish a claim to God’s mercy. God’s mercy is something God freely gives according to his nature, not according to our worthiness or unworthiness.

This means that the working out of God’s strategy in human history doesn’t depend on human effort. The phrase "desire or effort" in verse 16 describes the totality of our human capacity. 
God’s strategy in human history isn’t dependant on human effort. Lying behind this statement is the assumption that the success of God’s strategy to offer a reconciled relationship to the human race through His Son Jesus Christ is not dependant on whether Israel believes in Jesus as Messiah or rejects Jesus as Messiah. 
Israel’s lack of desire and lack of effort doesn’t stop the purpose of God.

Then Paul gives us an example from Exodus to illustrate his point. The example is the Egyptian Pharaoh who refused to release the people of Israel until God had done several miracles. 
The point here is that even though the Egyptian Pharaoh defied God and hated the people of Israel, God had actually raised Pharaoh up to fulfill God’s purpose. Even in his hatred and rebellion, Pharaoh serves as a witness to God’s greatness and glory. 
When human beings react against God, they think they’re acting on their own and they think they can short circuit his plans, but actually God is using their very resistance to accomplish his purposes. 
God used Pharaoh’s resistance to display his power and make his character known.

Now verse 18 alludes to the fact that Pharaoh’s heart was hardened toward God and the Israelites. Let me ask you a question. Who hardened Pharaoh’s heart? Well some verses in Exodus claim Pharaoh hardened his own heart against God and because of his own stubbornness the Egyptian king himself was morally accountable for his own rebellion (Exodus 7:14; 8:11, 15, 28). 
But several other verses in Exodus claim that God was the one who made Pharaoh’s heart hard (Exodus 4:21; 7:3; 9:12; 10:20, 27; 14:8). The Bible never tries to reconcile how both of these claims can be true, but it does affirm that both are indeed true. 
The two statements are like two sides of a roof that’s obscured by a cloud-we can see that both are true, but we can’t see how they come together and can be reconciled. If we emphasize one side of the roof over the other, the roof collapses-both are simultaneously true.

Just as the Egyptian Pharaoh hardened his heart against God within God’s plan, the nation of Israel has currently hardened its heart to Jesus Christ within God’s plan. In fact chapter 11 will use this same term to describe Israel’s current unbelief (Romans 11:25). So the hardening isn’t permanent or beyond redemption. Paul’s point here seems to be that even God’s enemies serve God’s purposes in the world.

And so here we find the first reason why we can trust in God’s fairness. We can trust God to be fair because God is motivated by mercy.

Even when we can’t understand someone’s action, we can accept the action if we trust the person’s motive. I think we’re a lot like that in our relationship with God. When God allows things to happen that seem painful and don’t make sense, we cry out because we don’t understand (35W Bridge Collapse).

But we can trust that he’s motivated by mercy and compassion, not cruelty and vindictiveness. As we struggle with God’s fairness in how he works out his plan, it helps us trust God when we remind ourselves that he’s motivated by mercy.

God’s Role (Romans 9:19-21)  

Paul gives us another reason to trust God’s fairness. Let’s read verses 19-21 together. 
Here Paul anticipates another false conclusion. Some people might read about God using people like Pharaoh and unbelieving Israel to further God’s purposes and wonder why God holds Pharaoh and Israel accountable for their disobedience. 
If Pharaoh and Israel are just playing the role God has for them in the outworking of God’s strategy in human history, why should God judge them for resisting his will? If God has ordained people to specific roles in his plan, doesn’t this imply that they fulfill that role unwillingly, that God is a puppet master pulling the strings?  
Isn’t God’s will irresistible if this is true?

But again Paul rejects this conclusion. Paul claims that we are indeed responsible for our response to God, even though God is able to use both our obedience and our disobedience to fulfill his purposes.

When Paul’s asks the rhetorical question, "Who are you O man to talk back to God," he’s not discouraging us from wrestling with this issue, but he’s reminding us of the difference between us being a creation of God and us being God. 
It’s the most basic fundamental truth in Christianity-that there is a God, but we’re not him.” Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden wanting to be more like God and the human race has been repeating this sin over and over ever since.

Paul quotes a verse from the Old Testament book of Isaiah about what is formed by a craftsman questioning its maker. The imagery here is of God as a master potter who’s shaping and molding a piece of pottery on a wheel, using his skill to smooth edges 
and form the pot into exactly what the potter wants it to be. He is the potter and we are the clay. This is the exact same imagery that’s used in Genesis 2 when it speaks of God as shaping the first man out of the dust of the ground and then breathing into him the breath of life. He is the potter, we are the clay.

Just as the potter has the freedom to shape and mold his artistic craftsmanship into various kinds of pots, God has the same rights over the human race. The human race is like the one lump of clay and God as the potter has the right to craft people and nations out of that one lump of clay and appoint these people and nations to various roles in the outworking of his strategy for the world.
You see, it really doesn’t matter what we think-He’s God and that’s just the way it is.

Pottery for noble purposes is a pot that’s highly decorated and placed in a king’s palace. Examples of pottery for noble purposes from earlier in Romans 9 would be God’s choice of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 
God’s election of Israel as his special people in the Old Testament is an example of making a pot for noble purposes. And today God has crafted the Church to fulfill his noble purposes in the world today. 
It’s not because Christians are better, but because that’s what the potter wanted to make out of the lump of clay. Doesn’t matter what we think-He’s God and that’s just the way it is. We need to stop trying to play the role of God.


Pottery for common use is pottery used for common, menial tasks-like the pot used for paint thinner to clean a paintbrush, the pot used as a chamber pot, the pot used to wash the dinner dishes in. 
Notice Paul is not talking about a potter making pots for the purpose of then destroying them. Some people think this is talking about God creating individual people for the express purpose of condemning these people into hell for eternity. 
But the emphasis here is on God selecting people and nations for the outworking of his plan in history, not of God selecting some individual people for heaven and some individual people for hell. 
Examples from earlier in the chapter of pots for common use would be Isaac’s brother Ishmael, Jacob’s brother Esau and now unbelieving Israel. For now, the Christian 
Church is a vessel of honor in the outworking of God’s strategy and the nation of Israel is hardened toward the good news and is thus a vessel for common use.

And so here in this metaphor of God being the potter and us being the clay we find a second reason we can trust God. We can trust God to be fair because He is our maker.

God is our creator, the one who has shaped and molded every human being into his image. We can trust God to be fair because he’s our maker.

God’s Power (Romans 9:22-23)

And finally, Paul gives us a final reason to trust God’s fairness. Let’s read verses 22-23 together as we look at how Paul draws some conclusions from this ceramic imagery. These two verses ask two "what if" questions that Paul leaves unanswered (read). 
The implied answer seems to be that if God wants to do things this way, then he has the right to do so. He’s God and that’s just the way it is.

The first question has to do with God making his wrath and power known using objects of wrath. Now in order to understand this we need to remember some things from the earlier chapters in Romans. 
Back in chapter 1 of Romans we learned that God is revealing two realities to the human race at the same time. From heaven, God is revealing his wrath against sin (Romans 1:18). 
But from the good news of Jesus Christ, God is revealing his saving power, because as Paul said in Romans 1:17, the good news of Jesus Christ is the power of God for the salvation of every person who trusts in Jesus Christ. 
God is revealing his wrath against sin and his power to save people from sin and we find the same thing echoed here in verse 22.

The objects of wrath here are simply all people who haven’t yet experienced God’s saving power through Jesus Christ. According to the first three chapters of Romans, every single human being is an object of God’s wrath until that person trusts in Christ. 
In other words, the phrase "objects of wrath" doesn’t mean this person must remain an object of wrath. They have a choice. The phrase "prepared for destruction" doesn’t 
mean that God created some people for the predetermined purpose of sending them to hell. As we saw from the pottery word picture, the potter doesn’t make a clay pot for the purpose of destroying it. The Lord desires that none should perish.

The word Paul uses here for "prepared" means "to make something completely adequate or sufficient for something"  and the voice of the verb here is the middle voice, which has the idea of "preparing itself" for destruction. 
So an object of God’s wrath is an object of God’s patience and during that time of patience the person in question can either repent and experience God’s saving power, or that person will continue making him or herself more and more ready for judgment-more and more ready for hell.

So even though people who rebel against their creator are resisting God’s love and storing up wrath for themselves, God patiently bears with them, leading them toward repentance. Not all repent, but thank God we can go from being objects of wrath to objects of mercy. We have a choice.

The second question in verse 23 deals with the people who through faith in Jesus Christ have become objects of God’s mercy. God has prepared these people in advance for glory-that is to be transformed into the image of Jesus Christ. By doing things this way, God is displaying his awesome splendor as the creator to the entire universe.

The main point of these two questions seems to be this. We can trust God’s fairness because God can use any and every circumstance to further His plan.
God can even use Israel’s unbelief to further his purpose. We find woven throughout this chapter the tension between God’s control over his creation and our freedom as creatures made by God to respond in responsible ways. 
This is why Christians who like to emphasize God’s absolute power and control over people and events love this passage of scripture and Christians who like to emphasize human responsibility and freedom struggle with this chapter. 
But the reality is that as complex as Paul’s thought is here, Paul affirms both God’s control and human responsiveness. Paul doesn’t try to reconcile these two realities for us. We wish he would’ve, but instead he simply accepts them both as true.

The key issue in this chapter is how the nation of Israel has rejected Jesus Christ, so 
God has called the Christian Church for the next stage of the outworking of God’s plan. God’s plan isn’t frustrated by Israel’s unbelief, because he’s able to use the Jewish rejection of Jesus to further his plan. 
Yet at the same time, the people of Israel were responsible and were held accountable by God for their rejection of Jesus. If God can use people who set themselves up in opposition to God to accomplish God’s purposes, certainly we can trust him to work in our lives and in the church to accomplish his purposes.

There is a God and we’re not him. We can trust God to be fair in the way he works out his plan because God is motivated by mercy, God is our maker and God can use any and every circumstance to accomplish his plan. That doesn’t mean we can understand how God’s doing this or we can always see how God’s plan makes sense.

If we could do that, well, then we would be God.

I think the issue of Israel’s unbelief is a case study in Romans 8:28 which claims that God is able to work all things together for the good of those who love God and who are called according to God’s plan. 
And that even includes something as big as God’s chosen people rejecting God’s own Son. God is even able to use that for the good of those who love God and who are called according to his purpose. 
And God’s not finished with the nation of Israel, as we’ll learn in chapter 11 of Romans. But if God can use something as huge as his own chosen people’s rejection of his son for the good, then the question is this: Can we trust him to use our circumstances for our good? No matter what may come-mountains or valleys.

Can we trust him to use our pain and heartache? 35W? Can we trust him to use our ongoing failures and struggles-the very things we beg God to take away? Can we trust the potter who fashioned us to finish what he has begun in our lives?
Like Paul I ask, “What shall we say then? I will let you answer that question. Amen.

