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It was a dark period in the history of God’s people. Not since
the time of the judges had the nation faced such peril both from
external enemies and unfaithfulness within. In spite of repeated
calls for repentance by the prophets, and at least one attempt at
reform, God’s people remained on a course for destruction. It
came at the hands of the Assyrian Empire, which conquered the
northern kingdom of Israel in 721 B.C., and the Babylonian
Empire, which finally subdued the southern kingdom of Judah
in 587 B.C., deporting a large number of Jews to Babylon.

What next? How would God’s people respond to His judgment?
What hope could there be after so great a catastrophe as the siege
of Jerusalem and the destruction of God’s temple? The writings
of three prophets—Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel—point the
way forward. 

JEREMIAH: GOD DISCIPLINES AND COMFORTS
We begin with Jeremiah, the weeping prophet, who began his

ministry in 628 B.C., only two decades before the destruction of
his nation. Jeremiah was one of the few who foresaw the national
disaster that lay just a few years beyond the horizon. He used
enacted prophecies, what we now might call performance art,
to illustrate the unfaithfulness of the nation and its impending
judgment. His heart-rending prophecies went largely unheeded.
Jeremiah was imprisoned by the leaders of his country, and he
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remained in captivity until the entire nation was taken captive in
587 B.C. by the Babylonians, who, ironically, freed Jeremiah. 

Jeremiah’s writing centers on the opposing themes of judgment
and mercy. The sensitive prophet unflinchingly predicted God’s
judgment for sin, yet his lament for the city of Jerusalem also
presents our most tender description of God’s care for His people.
Within Jeremiah’s writing are the seeds of hope. 

EZEKIEL: GOD RESTORES
Ezekiel was one of the Israelites who was taken into exile, per-

haps in the year 587 B.C. He wrote as a stranger in a strange
land—a priest of the Lord forced to live far from his home and
from the Lord’s temple, which lay in ruins. His imaginative writ-
ing is rich with symbols, including the well-known valley of dry
bones (Ezek. 37). Although this book contains many passages of
judgment, Ezekiel also turned his prophetic eye toward the future,
envisioning the grand way in which God would restore His peo-
ple. In Ezekiel’s writing, we are reminded of the connection
between repentance and restoration. God’s plan is ultimately
about the future, not the past. When we repent, we live.

DANIEL: GOD CAN BE TRUSTED
Daniel is one of the great heroes of the exilic period. Along

with other Jewish young men, Daniel was carried into captivity
in Babylon, probably with the first wave of deportation in 606
B.C. Yet Daniel’s life was not all hardship. He and his three
famous companions (Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego) were
placed in the service of the Babylonian king, where they faced a
more subtle form of adversity—the pressure to conform to a
worldly culture. Neither the temptations of court life nor the
threat of execution could make Daniel surrender his integrity.
Best known for his determined stand in the lions’ den, Daniel
exemplifies the faithful person’s ability to live a life of holiness

6

Jeremiah through Daniel



amid the most trying circumstances. From Daniel we learn the
power of integrity, the importance of humility, and the certainty
that God will stand with those who trust Him. 

This study promises both challenge and comfort, and the firm
confidence that God has your future under control.
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When a group of ministers wanted to call evangelist Dwight
L. Moody to hold special services in their city, one of them
objected. “All I hear about these days is D. L. Moody! Does
Moody have a monopoly on the Holy Spirit?”

“No,” answered another minister, “but the Holy Spirit has a
monopoly on D. L. Moody!”

What does it mean for the Holy Spirit to have a monopoly on
an individual? What would it take to live that kind of life? Is it
for everyone? 

This study shows why it is vital for Christians to submit 
themselves to the control of the Holy Spirit and the practical 
difference that will make in our ability to live consistently faithful
lives.

COMMENTARY
The New Testament gives a great deal of attention to the

Spirit’s work in the life of a believer, but the Holy Spirit was not
unknown during Old Testament times, and His sanctifying work
was eagerly anticipated by many of the prophets.

Jeremiah was one of them. He was a prophet to the kingdom
of Judah during its last forty years of existence (627–586 B.C.).
It was a turbulent time, witnessing a brief period of revival under
King Josiah, but also the ultimate disintegration of the kingdom
and the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. Jeremiah spent

POWER IN THE SPIRIT 
Jeremiah 31:31–34; Ezekiel 36:25–27 

The Holy Spirit gives us the inner power to obey God consistently.
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his last years as an exile in Egypt. The book that bears his name
is both an autobiography of the prophet as well as a biography
of Judah. In it, history, prophecy, poetry, and confession combine
to present God’s message of doom for Jerusalem, and His word
of hope in the gospel of the new covenant. Jeremiah looked for-
ward to the day when God would restore His people.

Ezekiel was another of those prophets. He was raised in
Jerusalem in a priestly home and was deported to Babylonia in
597 B.C. along with King Jehoiachin and many other citizens of
Judah. Five years later, he received his call from the Lord to
prophesy. Initially his message was directed toward Jerusalem
with warnings and symbolic actions designed to bring Judah to
repentance and to her historic faith in God. Then, after
Jerusalem’s destruction, he became a pastor to the exiles and a
messenger of comfort and hope. He too looked forward to the
day when God would restore the people to their land and give
them a new heart that would follow Him.

Like Jeremiah and Ezekiel, Paul was also called by the Lord
to be a prophet. But unlike them, Paul lived and ministered in the
period of the new covenant. He actually experienced what Jere-
miah and Ezekiel only hoped for and pointed to. He grew up as
a devout Jew, receiving a thorough education in the Old Testa-
ment law. But until God met him on the road to Damascus, Paul’s
heart was still cold and sinful. Nevertheless, God’s Spirit ulti-
mately transformed him into a saint and an apostle to the Gentiles
(Eph. 1:1). His letter to the Ephesians helps believers see both
what they once were outside of Christ, as well as what they have
now become through the sanctifying ministry of the Spirit.

A New Covenant (Jer. 31:31–34)
Israel and Judah were in trouble. The northern kingdom of

Israel had been defeated years before by Assyria and laid waste.
Now Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, had conquered the
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southern kingdom of Judah, deposed their king, and taken many
of the leading citizens into exile. God had made a covenant with
Israel at Mount Sinai that He would be their God, and they in
turn would be His people. But Israel had forsaken the covenant
and worshiped other gods instead. So now God was using the
surrounding nations as His tool of discipline to bring them back
to himself.

But Jeremiah told the people that a time was coming when
God would once again be the God of all the clans of Israel, and
they would be His people (31:1). Speaking for the Lord he said,
“The time is coming . . . when I will make a new covenant
with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah” (v. 31).
This new covenant, God said, was to be different than the one
He had previously made with their forefathers after bringing
them out of slavery in Egypt. Jeremiah was the first of the
prophets to use the phrase new covenant, but he was not the
only one. They all looked forward to a new relationship with
God and His people. And the New Testament writers all saw the
fulfillment of this passage in the work of Jesus Christ (see, for
example, Heb. 8:8–12; 10:16–17; Luke 22:20). 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Jeremiah 31:31

It is not called the new covenant, because it was as to the 
substance new, for it was made with Abraham, Gen. 17:7, and with
the Jews, Deut. 26:17, 18, but because it was revealed after a new
manner, more fully and particularly, plainly and clearly. Nor was
the ceremonial law any part of it, as it was to the Jews, a strict
observance of that. It was likewise new in regard of the efficacy
of the spirit attending it, in a much fuller and larger manner.
(ENOT)
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Since the people had been unable to keep the first covenant,
the new covenant was to be a covenant of grace rather than
works. The Lord says, “I will make . . . I will put . . . I will 
be . . . I will forgive” (Jer. 31:33–34). He himself takes the ini-
tiative. He only asks us to respond. One thing He says He will do
is to put His laws in their minds and write them on their
hearts (v. 33). The heart, in this context, was conceived as the
seat of a person’s will, intellect, and emotions. Previously, He had
told the people that their sin was “engraved with an iron tool . . .
on the tablets of their hearts” (17:1). In that condition, they could
not help but sin. But apparently Jeremiah had in mind that God
was able to erase what was there and replace it with His law so
that God’s people would naturally follow Him. Obedience would
not be external to some code of law, but internal to the affection
of their hearts.

Another thing God says He will do is to be their God, and they
will be His people (31:33). It will be a covenant of personal rela-
tionship. And it will also be a covenant of intimate knowledge—
They will all know me (v. 34). This will be not merely a head
knowledge of the facts, but a heart knowledge through personal

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Jeremiah 31:33

With—That is, with those who are Jews inwardly. And write
it—The prophet’s design is here to express the difference between
the law and the gospel. The first shows duty, the latter brings the
grace of regeneration, by which the heart is changed, and enabled
for duty. All under the time of the law that came to salvation, were
saved by this new covenant; but this was not evidently exhibited;
neither was the regenerating grace of God so common under the
time of the law, as it hath been under the gospel. (ENOT)
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experience, the kind Paul later expressed in 2 Timothy 1:12 when
he said, “I know whom I have believed.”

Finally, God says that in this new covenant He will forgive
their wickedness and will remember their sins no more (v. 34).
Under the old covenant, this was done temporarily through the
sacrifice of animals by a priest in the temple. But under the new
covenant, forgiveness would be complete because the sacrifice
itself would be perfect—God’s one and only Son offered as an
atonement for sin on the altar of Calvary.

A New Heart (Ezek. 36:25–27)
The nations of Israel and Judah lay in waste. Assyria had

destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 B.C. Babylonia
had laid waste to Judah in 586 B.C. Both were objects of God’s
punishment because of their sin. Ezekiel prophesied, “Son of
man, when the people of Israel were living in their own land,
they defiled it by their conduct and their actions. Their conduct
was like a woman’s monthly uncleanness in my sight. So I
poured out my wrath on them because they had shed blood in
the land and because they had defiled it with their idols. I dis-
persed them among the nations” (36:17–19). But God did not
forget them or His covenant with them. He declared that He
would eventually restore them and bring them back into their
own land (v. 24). And this act would be rooted solely in God’s
divine grace, for the sake of His holy name (vv. 22–23). God’s
pure grace is manifested in a promise to His people.

In addition to restoring them to the land He had given their
forefathers, the Lord also promised to change their hearts. He
declared that He will sprinkle clean water on them, and they
will be clean (v. 25). He had originally called them to be holy
even as He was holy (Lev. 19:2). But they had become dirty as
a result of their sin. The Old Testament law provided for various
ceremonial washings when the people became “unclean” and
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were separated from the fellowship and the worship. But here
the Lord declared that He himself would cleanse them from all
their impurities and from all their idols (Ezek. 36:25). Idolatry
over several hundred years had left a deep scar in the conscience
of the people and had profaned even the land itself. But God was
determined to cleanse even that ugly stain.

In addition to washing away the stains of their sin, the Lord
also promised that He would give them a new heart and put a
new spirit in them (v. 26). Merely being forgiven was not
enough. They needed a new heart and a new spirit to replace the
heart of stone that belonged to their old nature. It was defective
because it had a continual pull toward sin. But God, through His
grace, promised to replace it with a heart of flesh. This is truly
the work of God in sanctification—to wash away the impurity
caused by sin, and then enable one from within to live above it! 

And the way all this becomes possible is through the filling
of the Holy Spirit. God said, “I will put my Spirit in you and
move you to follow my decrees” (v. 27). Throughout the Old

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Ezekiel 36:26

A new heart—A new frame of soul, a mind changed, from sin-
ful to holy, from carnal to spiritual. A heart in which the law of
God is written, Jer. 31:33. A sanctified heart, in which the almighty
grace of God is victorious, and turns it from all sin to God. A new
spirit—A new, holy frame in the spirit of man; which is given to
him, not wrought by his own power. The stony—The senseless
unfeeling. Out of your flesh—Out of you. Of flesh—That is, quite
of another temper, hearkening to God’s law, trembling at His
threats, moulded into a compliance with His whole will; to forbear,
do, be, or suffer what God will, receiving the impress of God, as
soft wax receives the impress of the seal. (ENOT)
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Testament, God’s Spirit came upon people in certain times and
places to empower them to fulfill certain tasks. But here God’s
promise was that a time was coming when His Spirit would
live in them, purifying their hearts and enabling them to walk
in obedience to God’s law. That day is here!
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DISCUSSION
Share your thoughts about an old saying which says that an

organization should have as many rules as necessary but as few
as possible. 

1. The Israelites appeared religious, but they were often faith-
less. What issues caused them to fall into this cycle of disobedience?

2. Name some ways in which a stone heart is like the stony
ground in Matthew 13:5.

3. In Ephesians 4, what did Paul mean by “put off your old
self” and “put on the new self”? How much of that is God’s work
and how much is ours?

4. In what specific ways might the renewal of a person’s mind
be shown in his or her conduct?

5. Have you ever experienced a time when it was hard to do
what you believed God (or Scripture) told you to do? What was
it like?

6. What makes it so difficult to let go of old habits or thoughts?
7. If you were to do a spiritual housecleaning in your life,

where would you begin?
8. If that cleaning required the Holy Spirit to have an all-access

pass into your thoughts, heart, actions, and goals, which area
would be the most difficult for you to surrender?

9. What direction would your life take if you renewed your
relationship with God right now?

PRAYER
Father, Your holiness stands in stark contrast to our righteous-

ness. Enable us by Your Spirit to love You and become like You. 
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Everybody puts faith in something. Whether it is modern
medicine, science, political power, money, or something else, all
of us rely on something as a source of comfort, security, and
meaning. To find that object of belief, many people look no 
further than themselves. They rely on their own intellect, physical
prowess, or intuition to make their lives secure and comfortable.
That is a mistake many people fail to discover until some catastrophe
comes.

Jeremiah wrote to a people who had come to rely on themselves
for security, and his message applies equally well to us today—God
is the only reliable object of our trust. 

This study will lead you to have confidence for whatever you
are facing in life by placing your trust in God alone.

COMMENTARY
Beginning in 628 B.C., Jeremiah ministered to God’s people

for about thirty years. This was a period of national crisis, just
before (and as) the nation of Judah was exiled to Babylon.
(Assyria had conquered the northern kingdom of Israel a century
before.) Then, when Babylon overtook Judah, Jeremiah joined
a group trying to find refuge in Egypt. Tradition tells us he was
stoned to death while in Egypt.

The format of the book of Jeremiah is argued to have an odd
structure. The book appears as an anthology containing twenty

THE REASON FOR OUR CONFIDENCE 
Jeremiah 17:5–14 

We live confidently because we rely on God 
rather than our own resources.
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or more separate sections, pasted together without apparent logical
or chronological sequence. The outline lacks any overall pattern.
No one knows when and under what circumstances this book
assumed its present form. Baruch, Jeremiah’s “secretary,” may
have compiled his master’s ideas (see 45:1–2 for one mention
of Baruch’s service to Jeremiah).

What is Jeremiah’s overall message? Five concepts summa-
rize his preaching: (1) Judah has been unfaithful to God; (2) God
does not tolerate such lack of respect; (3) Judah must repent; 
(4) if the nation continues on its present path, God will judge
Judah; (5) God’s people should focus their attention on Him, not
on the national crisis.

Jeremiah 17:5–14 records a conversation between God and
Jeremiah. Through the prophet, God gave Judah words of poten-
tial judgment and blessing, but Jeremiah interrupted with some
thoughts of his own.

God’s First Statement (Jer. 17:5–8)
As Babylon threatened Judah, its king and people were tempted

to seek protection not from God but from nearby nations, partic-
ularly Egypt. As people do today, the threatened Judeans preferred
to depend on human help they could see (flesh, v. 5), rather than
divine help not so easily seen. How silly! Egypt had recently
proved to be no match for Babylon. God, who had revealed His
power when He brought His people out of Egypt hundreds of
years before, could perform national miracles once again.
Cursed is the one who trusts in man (v. 5). This verse in

no way implies that God was looking for an excuse to dump His
people. He merely stated the fact that those who depend on
undependable help always end up short. As God spoke these
words to and through Jeremiah, He was repeating the curses
(and, later, in vv. 7–8, the blessings) He had already promised
in Deuteronomy 27 and 28.

17

The Reason for Our Confidence



Jeremiah 17:6 repeats the content of verse 5 in picture form.
The nation that turns from God, the true protector, to other
nations finds itself as vulnerable as a bush in the desert. Consider
all the factors going against bushes in the desert: They lack water
(parched). They lack strong connections with the ground in
which they live. (Contrast with the roots [v. 8] of trees in fertile
wetlands.) They never grow tall. They live in a land where no
one lives. (This implies not only solitude, but death. Nothing,
not even bushes, can live in the desert for long.) This verse gives
a vivid picture of the uncomfortable exile Judah faced.
But (v. 7). Here Jeremiah made the transition to a better way.

God’s word in verse 7 directly contrasts the content of verse 5.
The contrast in these verses gives a strong picture of true belief.
Biblical faith goes so far beyond merely giving mental assent to
a fact. Picture yourself taking a poll in ancient Judea. You could
ask all kinds of questions about the national deity and probably
hear 100 percent correct answers. “How many gods are there?
To what God does Judah swear allegiance?” The people of Judah
knew their nation followed the one God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob. But how did that knowledge translate into military strat-
egy? Jeremiah knew that far too many Judeans, no matter what
they said they believed, would rather seek protection from Egypt
than from God. Did these people believe in God? In one sense,
yes. They could name Him as their God. But did they truly
believe? Did they place their confidence in Him? No. (Before
you condemn Judah for its weakness, make sure you draw all
the appropriate comparisons to yourself, your church, and your
nation.)

As verse 7 contrasts verse 5, so verse 8 offers a picture quite
different from verse 6. Perhaps you can remember a childhood
scene or a park you have visited that included a tall, old tree by
a river. You sat in its shade, soaking in its green beauty. Jere-
miah stated the ideal: deep roots, steady water supply (compare

18
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Jeremiah’s description in verse 13 of God as the “spring of living
water”), annual bearing of fruit. If only Judah would truly
depend on God, if only Judah would follow the ways of God, it
too could enjoy a life much closer to paradise (see Deut. 28).

Jeremiah Questioned God (Jer. 17:9)
As Jeremiah listened to himself speaking the words of God,

he may have struggled on at least two counts.
First, in relation to the nation he loved, Jeremiah knew God’s

warning was accurate. He knew Judah’s only way around tragedy
was a return to God. But could God’s people return to Him? 
Jeremiah saw little hope. Why? The heart (individually and
nationally) is deceitful above all things and beyond cure 
(v. 9). “God, You may have been able to change the heart of our
father Jacob, but things have gotten worse since then. God, it
seems even You can’t cleanse the black heart of Judah.” Jere-
miah, a true prophet, loved his people and cringed at the thought
of their doom. 

Second, Jeremiah may have struggled to accept the words
God had spoken through him. “God, You promised that the man
who depended on You would flourish. By faithfully proclaiming
the hard words You have given me, I have shown my true

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Jeremiah 17:9

The heart—There is nothing so false and deceitful as the heart
of man; deceitful in its apprehensions of things, in the hopes and
promises which it nourishes, in the assurances that it gives us;
unsearchable by others, deceitful with reference to ourselves, and
abominably wicked, so that neither can a man know his own heart,
nor can any other know that of his neighbor’s. (ENOT)
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dependence on You. Why am I suffering so much? Who can
understand it?” (v. 9). If you don’t think a hero such as Jere-
miah could think such thoughts, see 15:17–18, where he spoke
almost those exact words. In those verses, Jeremiah even used
the water image, pointing out that God’s promised supply
appeared to be drying up. On that day, as Jeremiah took his
doubts to God, God had reassured Jeremiah that He would keep
His covenantal promise. But perhaps, as he spoke the words
recorded in chapter 17, Jeremiah continued to wonder.

God Replied (Jer. 17:10–11)
God basically informed Jeremiah that He remains in control:

“Jeremiah, you think you have the situation figured out. But I
still know a bit more than you do. I (not you, Jeremiah) . . .
search the heart and examine the mind (v. 10). Jeremiah, I
know the purity of your heart. I also know the black heart of the
nation. I offer the possibility of repentance, but I still must judge
those who have turned from Me.”

20
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Jeremiah 17:9

O my false, deceitful heart,
Desperately false thou art,

Foul as hell, when fair in show;
Who can all the mazes know?
He the stars may reckon o’er,

Tell the sands that bound the shore,
Count the drops that make the sea,

Comprehend eternity.
Foolish heart, unjust and vain!
Pride was never made for man;
Glory dost thou still pursue;

Glory all to God is due.
What hast thou whereof to boast?

God alone is good and just;
Only His be all the praise;

What we are, we are by grace.
Wretched heart, with woes opprest!

Ever roving after rest:
Wilt thou still pretend to own
Bliss is found in God alone?
While thy foolish wishes go

After empty joys below,
False imaginary ease,

Dreams of creature happiness.
Stony heart, which nought can move!

Thou canst neither fear nor love:
Threats and promises are vain,
Give thee neither joy nor pain:

All alike, it seems, to thee
Perfect bliss or misery,

Joys or woes unspeakable,
Life or death, and heaven or hell.

O my Lord, what must I do?
Only Thou the way canst show,
Thou canst save me in this hour,
I have neither will nor power:

God if over all Thou art,
Greater than the sinful heart,
Let it now on me be shown,

Take away the heart of stone. (PW, vol. 2, 86–89)
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God promised to reward people (Jeremiah and Judah)
according to their conduct, their deeds (v. 10). We of the New
Testament era find those words a bit difficult to swallow. “That
sounds like works-righteousness. Where’s God’s grace?” we
may ask. The simple answer we often give to such questions
revolves around the truth that God is more concerned with hearts
than with actions. Thus we emphatically state that God wants to
transform people on the inside so they can do that which pleases
God. There’s truth there, but we need to remember the founda-
tional fact that God feels grief over both sinful hearts and sinful
actions. He feels concern over both heart and conduct; He
wishes to transform both mind and deeds. 

What about the concept of reward? Can human beings earn
God’s love? No. He gives His love freely. But that does not
deny the fact that He enjoys blessing those who do what is
right.

The next verse describes one god not worthy of trust: wealth.
People with deceitful hearts often worship this god, to the extent
of seeking more money even if they have to steal it (gain[ing]
riches by unjust means, v. 11). Again God and Jeremiah com-
bine to offer a priceless picture of this person: a partridge that
hatches eggs it did not lay. When his (the surrogate mother or
the greedy man) life is half gone, they (the adopted animal chil-
dren or the ill-gotten wealth) will desert him. Again God stated
the basic fact that the person who depends on the undependable
ends up looking like a fool.

Jeremiah Reflected (Jer. 17:12–14)
Jeremiah, at this point, chose to speak once again—this time

not with doubt but with trust. These next three verses begin and
end with praise for God. In verse 12, Jeremiah affirmed the value
of the temple. He did so, not to glorify the building itself, but
because the temple served as the dwelling place for the throne
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of the God who would prove himself faithful. This passage ends
with straightforward worship: You are the one I praise (v. 14).

Verse 13 offers Jeremiah’s affirmation of the truth God has
spoken through him to the nation. God through Jeremiah had
condemned those who do not trust in God (vv. 5–6, 11). Here
Jeremiah, speaking not to the nation but to God, stated his
agreement: All who forsake you will be put to shame (v. 13).

Despite his faith in God, Jeremiah still felt some concern for
his future, but he knew to whom he could take his fears: the God
who heard his prayers: “If I ask You to heal me, I will be healed;
if I ask You to save me, You will keep me safe” (v. 14). That God
was and is certainly worthy of praise.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Jeremiah 17:14

For thou art—He whom alone I have reason to praise for mercies
already received. (ENOT)
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DISCUSSION
Share about the last time you learned something new about

yourself. Share what person or circumstance helped you to see
it and if it was a good experience or a bad one.

1. What contrasts do you find in the passage that picture a
“cursed” versus a “blessed” person? 

2. What factors gave Jeremiah the strength to continue as a
prophet through both the highs and lows of ministry?

3. Why do you think God is so concerned with the condition
of our hearts and not merely with our good behavior? 

4. Give some specific examples of how a person might place
confidence in people rather than God. 

5. Why do you think people turn to God more readily in crisis
situations? 

6. If it is futile to attempt to hide ourselves from God, why
do we so often do it?

7. Water is vital for healthy plant life. What would be a com-
parable ingredient for a healthy spiritual life? 

8. In what ways do your spiritual roots sustain you during
tough times?

9. God sees your heart. Share one reason that statement gives
you confidence. 

PRAYER
Heal us, O Lord, and we will be healed. Save us and we will

be saved. You are the one we praise . . . always (see Jer. 17:14).
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Where is my life headed?” “What’s my purpose?” “What
legacy will I leave behind?”

Everyone asks questions like these at some point. Sooner or
later, we all must grapple with the big question: “Why am I
here?”

Compounding our difficulty in answering those questions are
the failures we often experience. When life doesn’t turn out the
way we expected, the need for direction and purpose becomes
even more urgent.

This study will help you realize that your true calling is to
love and serve God. As you do, He will shape—and reshape—
your life into a thing of beauty and purpose.

COMMENTARY
The Hebrew word for potter means to “make” or “fashion.”

The earliest potters created vessels of stone. No one is quite sure
when the shift from pottery of stone to ceramic vessels took place.
But clay figurines were being fired in Syria and Palestine by the
end of the seventh millennium. Once the art of making pottery
from clay was discovered, artisans were quick to learn burnishing
and painting skills. There was a great demand for pottery since it
had great advantages over baskets, which would have been their
only other containers. Obviously pottery was better for liquids
or keeping grain safe from rodents.

CLAY IN THE POTTER’S HANDS 
Jeremiah 18:1–10 

God shapes the course of our lives as we submit to Him.

3



To make the best pottery, the clay percentages needed to be
just right. Clay that was too pure wasn’t elastic enough. A ratio
of about 50 percent clay to earth was needed to produce the best
clay. The clay had to be taken from the earth and washed before
it was ready for use.

Early pottery making was hard work since it was done all by
hand. Later came the method of putting coils of clay on a wheel
and smoothing them as the piece formed. Some pottery was
made in a press mold. As it dried, it shrank and allowed for
removal from the mold. 

Several scriptural references in the Old Testament describe
the process of pottery making. First Chronicles 4:23 speaks of
those who were potters for the king (see also Ps. 2:9; Isa. 29:16;
Lam. 4:2; and Zech. 11:13). 

This passage in Jeremiah refers to the potter’s house, which
was usually near a field that was a good source of clay. This was
not the potter’s home, but his workshop. It would contain a kiln
as well as the wheels for formation and a dump for broken pieces
of pottery. The house would be little more than a hut with cover
from the weather.

The wheel itself was usually an arrangement of two stone
discs. The heavier one below gave momentum to keep the lighter
(upper) disc turning, but the vessel was shaped on the upper disc.
The potter’s foot propelled the lower wheel, which was con-
nected by a shaft that kept the upper wheel turning.

To prepare the clay, the potter kneaded it with his feet (see
Nah. 3:14; Isa. 41:25). Next it was washed and then placed on
the wheel, where the fingers of the potter determined the quality
as well as the shape of the pottery. If the clay was not treated
properly or washed sufficiently, the piece would not yield the
potter’s desired image. In this case, the piece could be crumpled
into a ball and the reshaping process begun again. If the clay
“refused” to form properly for whatever reason, it was cast aside.
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(It was this process that Jeremiah was sent by God to watch and
see the obvious analogies to the Israelites.)

The final product is determined by the firing. Skill is as crit-
ical here as in the throwing. However, no references in the Old
Testament inform us as to the ancient techniques. There is a ref-
erence to the “Potsherd Gate,” which is where misfired and bro-
ken pieces were dumped. There must have been quite a heap to
name the city gate after a pile of broken pottery.

Pottery could be decorated in various ways. The most com-
mon technique was to impress a pattern on the wet clay by comb-
ings, incisions, or beading. Pottery was as essential to life then
as now, and the variety of quality and style was great even then.
Often in Scripture God uses the everyday things to illustrate the-
ological truth. Jeremiah 18 is perhaps the best-known passage
in the book and the saddest message—that of the uselessness of
the Israelites due to their sins.

Having looked at the process of pottery making should enable
us to better understand the analogy in this passage. Jeremiah 18
is perhaps the clearest statement in the Old Testament of the con-
ditional nature of prophecy and God’s promises: God’s covenant
with the Israelites was totally dependent on their obedience to it.
To receive God’s covenant promises, they had to obey the Law—
the most important part of which was to worship only Yahweh.
God, because He is holy, could not overlook their idolatry and let
the promises “slide.” The people of Israel never realized some of
the promises because they could not bring themselves to worship
only Jehovah God. This passage highlights how their sinfulness
marred the “masterpiece” God had intended to make of them to
set before the other nations. Now God had to reshape or throw
away the piece. This is the unhappy message Jeremiah had
deliver to them. 
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The Purpose of Prophecy and the Obedience of the Prophet
(Jer. 18:1–2)
This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD

(v. 1). The prophet’s “job” was to speak the word of the Lord.
He or she had no choice—either in whether to speak or what the
message would be. God used the prophets as His own mouth.
When He had something to say, He put the words into the mouths
of His chosen speakers.

God used prophecy in at least six different ways.
One way God used prophecy was to rebuke. More than half

of the prophecies in the Old Testament are in this category. The
purpose is always to rebuke sin and call to repentance.

Revelation of facts about God and His creation was another
purpose of prophecy. Interestingly, the seemingly most important
facts about God and His character are usually imbedded in the
messages of rebuke or encouragement. The totality of the
prophecies provides a huge resource of knowledge of God and
creation, but this information rarely stands alone.

Prophecy encouraged God’s people. Although fewer in num-
ber than passages of rebuke, messages of encouragement were
an essential part of the prophet’s work. And they usually appear
immediately after a rebuke. Sometimes the transition from
rebuke seems so abrupt that it is hard to change focus that
quickly, especially in Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Micah (compare Isa.
4:1 to 4:2–6).

God used prophecy to inform the people of action to be taken
on a specific occasion. This comprises a small part of the
prophet’s total message, but was important to those first hearing
the messages. An example is the directions frequently given to
Moses and the people during their journeying.

Through the prophet’s voice, God validated the authenticity of
a divinely appointed leader or prophet. An example of this process
is found when Samuel is told to anoint Saul as king of Israel.
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Prophecies of the future Messiah was a sixth purpose of
prophecy. These prophecies are also found imbedded in the cur-
rent events of the people. They do not occur as “announcements”
outside the context of a historical situation. For example, when
Ahaz proved an unworthy head of the nation, Isaiah prophesied
of a better “king” to come in the future (see Isa. 7:14). Because
these prophecies also related to future events, the prophets often
did not understand fully the messages they spoke. How could
Isaiah have conceived that God would come in person to be head
of His church?
“Go . . . and there I will give you my message” (v. 2). Even

the prophet had to obey God’s specific instructions. Jeremiah
had to go to a certain place to receive God’s message. In this
case, the object lesson was for Jeremiah too. He needed to see
the lesson of the potter to imprint it on his own heart and mind
to better deliver it to the people.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Jeremiah 18:2

And thus it behooves every disciple of Christ to take up, as well
as to bear, his cross. Indeed, in one sense, it is not his alone; it is
common to him, and many others; seeing there is no temptation
befalls any man . . . “but such as is common to men”; such as is
incident and adapted to their common nature and situation in the
present world. But, in another sense, as it is considered with all its
circumstances, it is his; peculiar to himself: It is prepared of God
for him; it is given by God to him, as a token of His love. And if
he receives it as such, and, after using such means to remove the
pressure as Christian wisdom directs, lies as clay in the potter’s
hand; it is disposed and ordered by God for His good, both with
regard to the quality of it, and in respect to its quantity and degree,
its duration, and every other circumstance. (WJW, vol. 6, 109)
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Picture of the Potter at Work (Jer. 18:3–4)
Jeremiah went to the place and saw him working at the

wheel (v. 3). Just as Jeremiah could see the potter working, mak-
ing something out of the clay, first Jeremiah and then the people
were to understand that God was working to make something
out of them. God had wanted them to be His missionaries to the
rest of the world. God had meant to make them a beautiful
“vessel” to hold His presence and display His glory to the
nations around them.

The potter saw that his pot was marred (v. 4). This word for
marred in Hebrew has rich meaning for the analogy being pre-
sented here. It basically means decayed, destroyed, or ruined.
But it also carries a connotation of acting perversely or wickedly
and destroying. This aptly describes the actions of the Israelites,
who had acted wickedly and thus ruined what God was trying
to fashion of them.
So the potter formed . . . another pot, shaping it as seemed

best to him (v. 4). Neither God nor the potter can abide a marred
pot. Just as the potter would crumple the clay into a ball and
shape a new pot, so God was attempting to reshape the sinful
Israelites into a new pot to better represent himself. What seemed
best to Him was not what Israel expected—exile in a foreign
country. But God was using adversity and exile to make them
appreciate what they could have—a land of their own and all the
prosperity promised in the covenant—if only they would obey
Him. 

God’s Message to Jeremiah and the People (Jer. 18:5–10)
Then the word of the LORD came to me (v. 5). The word

came to Jeremiah after he obeyed and went to the potter’s
house, where God had a visible message awaiting him. Would
the message have been given had Jeremiah not obeyed? Not with
this vividness and force.
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“Can I not do with you as this potter does?” (v. 6). The
issue of God’s ownership as Creator is heard in these verses. Just
as the potter has absolute control over the clay and what he
makes with it, so God holds sovereign power over the earth and
all the people He has made. He can do whatever He likes with
the people of Israel—first because they are His creation, and sec-
ond because the covenant they have broken is His. He can
destroy what they have become and reshape them any way He
wishes. He does so not out of malice, but from a desire to redeem
them (and the mess they have made).

“If . . . I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be
uprooted” (v. 7). God’s control over the earth is absolute.
Whether or not we see it, He causes nations to prosper or to be
destroyed. But His control is rooted in goodness. There is no
“playing chess” with the world or with His people. In the Old
Testament, nations are blessed if they worship God and
destroyed if they do not, and particularly if they try to harm
God’s chosen people. So we never fear God’s actions being
capricious or unjust. He acts in accordance with His nature and
the laws He has communicated to us.

The Lord continued: “If that nation I warned repents of its
evil, then I will relent” (v. 8). God never judges without warn-
ing. The people of Israel had been repeatedly warned through
God’s prophets. Also remember in the book of Jonah that God

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Jeremiah 18:6

Cannot I do—God hath an absolute sovereign power to do
what He pleases with the work of His hands: but He acts as a just
judge, rendering to every man according to his works. (ENOT)
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was set to destroy the people of Nineveh, but first sent Jonah
with the message of repentance. When they repented, God did
not punish them. God delights in repentance, not judgment.
“If . . . I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built

up . . . and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me”
(vv. 9–10). This emphasizes clearly the free will given to us. We
can choose to obey and be blessed, or we can choose to do evil
in God’s sight and reap the punishment God has promised. God
does not tolerate sin—even in His chosen people. 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Jeremiah 18:10

The spirit of God directs all the creatures, upper and lower, so
that they shall serve the divine purpose. Events are not determined
by the wheel of fortune, which is blind, but by the wheels of prov-
idence, which are full of eyes. (ENOT, Ezek. 10:17)
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DISCUSSION
Share about an experience you’ve had on a team, either one

that functioned well or poorly and what it was like. 
1. Retell the incident at the potter’s house in your own words.
2. What might the defect in the clay have represented in the

life of ancient Israel? 
3. What might a defect represent today in the life of a church

or an individual?
4. Why isn’t perfection our goal?
5. In what way do you see God’s judgment at work in this

story? In what way do you see His grace displayed? 
6. Why do you think we are so often blind to our own faults

and yet so aware of others’? 
7. Share a time someone pointed out a fault of yours, and you

were grateful.
8. If you were a clay creation, would you be more like a coffee

mug or a flower vase? Why do you think so? Why do you think
God created you as He did?

9. What factors might affect the way you see your purpose versus
the way God views it? 

10. Has your life ever been reshaped by God? Share that
experience with the group.

PRAYER
Melt, mold, fill, and use us, Lord.
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