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“The Problem with Clay” Pr Jim Sprengle, 11/29/20 
 
I. Isaiah 64:8 – “But now, O Lord, You are our Father; we are the clay, and You 

are our Potter; we are all the work of Your hand.” 
II. Clay is an abundant material in this world. 

a. It’s different than regular soil because it is sticky and dense 
b. When you run into clay as an excavator, it does not make a very good 

foundation because it expands and contracts as it gets wet and dries 
i. Normally, it means digging deeper and adding fill gravel that can be 

compacted – which means extra expense for the builder 
c. Clay also clogs things up –  

i. I was watching one of those gold mining reality TV shows the other 
night, and their sluice box was clogged up with clay 

d. Clay is also bad for growing things –  
i. When you plant your fields or a garden, clay is so dense that plants 

cannot get moisture and nutrients from it – and when it dries, it’s 
almost like solid rock 

e. The cover of our bulletin shows a potter covered in sticky clay –  
i. When you’re driving in the backcountry a dirt road is covered with 

clay like that, it makes it impossible to drive on 
ii. Clay gets stuck in wheels… and then when you get out of your car, it 

sticks to your shoes – it’s like walking on ice 
f. I hope by now you’ve seen the problem with clay –  

i. In its natural state, it’s not a very helpful substance – it causes all 
kinds of problems! 

III. The Prophet Isaiah is lamenting the problem of clay… 
a. You see, throughout Scripture, we human beings are often called the clay, 

while God is the potter who forms us 
i. In Jeremiah 18:6 God says, “Behold, like the clay in the potter’s hand, 

so are you in My hand, O house of Israel.” 
ii. Job 10:9 says, “Remember that You have made me like clay; and will 

You return me to the dust?” 
iii. 2 Corinthians 4:7 reminds us about the Gospel in us… “But we have 

this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power 
belongs to God and not to us.” 

b. The problem is…. we are the problem!!  
i. Clay can be useful… but without some outside force – it does what 

clay does…  
ii. Clay needs manipulating and changing – it needs to be formed and 

shaped and fired in a kiln to be something useful 
iii. Otherwise, left to its own devices, it will just make a mess of things 
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c. This is why Isaiah laments – because he has seen the people of Israel 
become anything but useful to the Lord 

i. They have been exiled from their homes and taken off to foreign 
countries… and their temple and homeland is just a memory 

ii. They rejected God by forgetting about Him… they:  
1. forgot about worshiping God 
2. rebelled against God openly 
3. worshiped and set up false idols… even inside the temple 
4. neglected the poor and needy 
5. ignored and even murdered the prophets, who were calling 

them to repentance and to turn back to God 
iii. They went so far off track that Isaiah calls the things they do for God 

“filthy rags” or “polluted garments” (vs 6) 
d. Worthless… and even worse – actively working against God. 

IV. Reflection and inventory are parts of the Advent experience… 
a. Why did Jesus have to come into this world? 

i. Was it because all was well, and we had no need for a Savior? 
ii. Was it because we are perfect and righteous, pleasing God in every 

way?  
iii. Was it because we follow the Ten Commandments like God 

commands, loving Him and treating our neighbor as we want to be 
treated? 

b. No, Jesus came to fix the problem with clay… the problem with us. 
c. We are a sinful people, and we are more inclined to cause problems and 

make a mess than we are to follow God and do the right thing. 
d. Left to our own devices, we will create all kinds of problems –  

i. In the foundation of Christ’s Church, we are the stones, but we are 
anything but stable if we are regular old clay –  

1. As a brick, we expand and contract – even making those 
around us unstable  

ii. As a soil – we allow nothing to grow – cutting off nutrients and water 
iii. As a path to Christ, we cause people to get stuck and slip up 

e. Humanity, in its raw form, is polluted and broken at its core – and yes, that 
means you and me.  

i. The Old Adam in us, the sinful part of our being, is constantly at war 
with God and working against Him and His will 

1. This is why it’s so easy to skip out on worship and time in the 
Word 

2. It’s why we set up all kinds of idols to worship instead, things 
we trust in more than God Himself –  

a. For example, do we trust in doctors and medicine more 
than God? Our retirement savings? Our political party? 



3 
 

3. It’s why we ignore and forget about those who are around us, 
as we look out for our own best interest 

4. It’s why we listen to many pastors who preach God’s Word 
rightly, and we say, “Oh that’s just baloney… That’s not the 
God I know…”  

f. As much as we want to separate ourselves from the old Adam and sin, we 
need an outside force to change us completely. 

V. The outside force is the cry of Isaiah! 
a. Verse 1 says, “Oh that You would rend the heavens and come down!” 
b. God waited until the perfect time, as Paul says in Galatians 4 –  “4 But 

when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of 
woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those who were under the law, so 
that we might receive adoption as sons.” 

c. “Hosanna! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!” Mark 11:9 
d. Nowhere in all history has a clay pot or vessel been formed by the clay 

itself… it’s impossible… clay will simply be a problem doing what it does 
e. But Jesus, being sent by God the Father, by the power of the Holy Spirit, 

seeks us out and transforms us from a mess… to something useful 
i. He transforms us from death… to life 
ii. He drowns the Old Adam, and a New Adam emerges through the 

waters of Baptism 
iii. By faith, as we believe in Jesus as our Savior who came to rescue 

us, we are made into something new, something solid and useful 
VI. As we begin the season of Advent, the coming of Jesus… reflect. 

a. Take some time to reflect on God’s work of transforming you 
b. Take some time to consider why Jesus had to come the first time, and what 

our lives look like before He comes again. 
c. Take some time to think about clay – for as fragile and breakable as a fired 

vessel can be – it is able to withstand great trial 
d. In this season of wildfires, many people lost their homes and every 

belonging… but do you know what could be salvaged?  
i. The things which were transformed long before by immense heat in a 

kiln. 
ii. The pottery that had already been fired was left to rise from the ashes 

unscathed. 
e. You are new in Christ, and by His power, you are able to withstand great 

pressure and trial 
f. You are the work of God’s hands, made into something useful…  
g. You are no longer a problem or a mess… You are filled with the treasure of 

the Gospel and you are God’s child saved by Grace 
h. Take time to remember God’s amazing works, especially His work in 

creating you into something useful… as a keeper of His treasure, Amen. 


