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“Vessels of Wrath; Vessels of Mercy” 
Romans 9:19-24 

June 28th, 2020 

 

   Wednesday mornings during the summer finds some of Trinity Church’s kids participating in 
Wonderful Wednesday, our children’s catechism ministry.  This year, as Brynn mentioned earlier, we’ve 
been offering the teaching and music online.  
 
   While we also have recreation and snack, the questions and answers from the First Catechism are the 
center piece of our gathering.  By the way, parents, I encourage you to use the catechism booklet with 
your children all through the year, not just when they’re out of school.  Let me know if you need a 
catechism booklet for each of your children. 
 
   This past Wednesday, I was able to participate.  I want to share some of the questions the kids have 
learned.  Help me with this kids - say the answers aloud together: 
 

* Who made you?  God 
* What else did God make?  God made all things. 
* Why did God make you and all things?  For His own glory. 
* How can you glorify God?  By loving Him and doing what He commands. 
* Why are you to glorify God?  Because He made me and takes care of me. 

 
   Maybe you are unfamiliar with catechism training of children?  Over the centuries, the Church 
has realized that children are able to soak up a lot of information, so an important way to fill 
their minds with good things is to teach them the doctrines the catechism summarizes from 
sacred Scripture.  Catechism instruction is a helpful way to raise children to know Jesus 
personally, and to pass on the Christian faith to them. 
 
   So, regular participation in worship prepares us to live godly lives in the week ahead. 
 
   Having taken last Sunday morning off from our studies in Romans, as we marked the re-
opening of Trinity Church to public, in-person worship, we resume our study today with Romans 

9:19-24.  I’ve entitled this message “Vessels of Wrath; Vessels of Mercy,” two categories of 
people mentioned in today’s text.  We remember the context is the Apostle Paul writing here to 
the Church at Rome.  What he teaches them is just as applicable to the church in Aledo today. 
 
Romans 9:19-24: 
   “You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault?  For who has resisted His will?”  20 But indeed, O 
man, who are you to reply against God?  Will the thing formed say to him who formed it, “Why have you 
made me like this?”  21 Does not the potter have power over the clay, from the same lump to make one 
vessel for honor and another for dishonor? 
   22 What if God, wanting to show His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much 
longsuffering the vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, 23 and that He might make known the riches 
of His glory on the vessels of mercy, which He had prepared beforehand for glory, 24 even us whom 
He called, not of the Jews only, but also of the Gentiles?” 
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   Paul’s doctrinal writing is peppered with questions.  As he writes, he often anticipates 
objections to his theology.  With today’s text, we count as many as 6 questions he posed.  Many 
of them are rhetorical, meaning their answers are obvious. 
 
   As it has been since Romans 9:6 and continues to be through the end of the present chapter, 
the Apostle Paul’s emphasis is upon God’s sovereignty and power.  God is described here as 
Creator of all things.  Remember the children’s catechism answers earlier, God made us and He 
made all things. 
 
   Though many object to creation and God’s intelligent design of it, there can be no dispute 
that God is something less than Creator, at least from the Bible’s standpoint.  It begins with 
familiar words in its opening chapter and verse, Genesis 1:1 - “In the beginning, God created the 

heavens and the earth.”  Simple and elegant; we see no hint here of planets, stars and other 
heavenly bodies exploding into being from nothing, or gradually becoming something entirely 
different than they were when they came into existence.   
 
   I love the way the Westminster Shorter Catechism describes God’s creating all things (Q. 9), 
“God’s making all things of nothing, by the word of His power, in the space of six days, and all 
very good.”  This answer says the same thing the children’s version does – God made “all 
things.”  What are some of the things Genesis Chapters 1 and 2 included here?  Planets and stars 
are included here, as are trees, grass, water, light, day/night, land, animals, birds…and people.  
Yes, God created us, you and me.   
 
   To acknowledge God as Creator in contemporary terminology He is the Owner of everything.  
Since He made all things, He can do whatever He wants to do with His creation.  God is not only 
the Owner, He’s the Chairman of the governing board, He’s the General Manager, the 
Operations Manager, the Chief Executive Officer and the Chief Financial Officer.  God is the 
Boss; He alone (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) is Supreme.  He’s Mayor, Governor and President 
all at the same time.  He’s the Grand Puba, the Big Cheese, the Top Banana, and the Big 
Enchilada.   
   
   According to Scripture, God controls everything from the mightiest galaxy to the most 
infinitesimal atom.  He controls the angels in heaven, the inhabitants of earth, and the kings 
and fortunes of nations.  He raises them up and casts them down.  He brings one to power and 
then removes it by a stroke of His hand.  The Bible says, ‘The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord, 

like the rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes’ (Proverbs 21:1).  God sets up nations and 
sets the humblest of men to rule over them.  God controls planets and nations as well as the 
beasts of the earth.  He said that before the rooster crowed twice, Peter would deny Him three 
times…and it happened! (Mark 14:30) 
 
   Since God is all-powerful and sole Creator of all things from nothing, we must consider that 
He is more than able…and totally free to do whatever He so desires.  Our conception of God is 
far too small and puny, even if we make the effort to exalt Him in our thinking, speech, and 
behavior.  If He wants to design people for certain ends, then that is His prerogative.   
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   I thought of a 1988 song by Bobby Brown, “My Prerogative.’  Among the lyrics are these, “I don’t need 
permission; I make my own decisions.”  God doesn’t our permission to do, or not do, anything.  He 
makes His own decisions.  But, we mustn’t also forget what God is like – He is good and kind, He is full of 
compassion and grace, He is merciful and forgiving, and He is love. 

 
   Against this backdrop, Paul asks at the end of verse 19, “Who has resisted His (God’s) will?”  

What’s the answer?  No one – not one single person has ever resisted God’s will successfully.   
 
   Then, in verse 20, Paul asks, “Who are you to reply against God?  Will the thing formed say to him 

who formed it, ‘Why have you made me like this?”  Anything other than the lowest of lowlifes is to 
give us too much credit if we try to debate with God concerning the things that He is solely in 
full control of, and has all authority over. 
 
   Paul then gives an illustration of a potter and clay in verse 21.  There are four references in 
the Old Testament scriptures of a potter and clay; the most extensive is found in Jeremiah 18:1-

11.  Here is that passage: 
 

   “The word which came to Jeremiah from the LORD, saying:  2 “Arise and go down to the 
potter’s house, and there I will cause you to hear My words.”  3 Then I went down to the 
potter’s house, and there he was, making something at the wheel.  4 And the vessel that 
he made of clay was marred in the hand of the potter; so he made it again into another 
vessel, as it seemed good to the potter to make. 
 
   5 Then the word of the LORD came to me, saying: 6 “O house of Israel, can I not do with you 
as this potter?” says the LORD.  “Look, as the clay is in the potter’s hand, so are you in My 
hand, O house of Israel!  7 The instant I speak concerning a nation and concerning a 
kingdom, to pluck up, to pull down, and to destroy it, 8 if that nation against whom I have 
spoken turns from its evil, I will relent of the disaster that I thought to bring upon it.  9 And 
the instant I speak concerning a nation and concerning a kingdom, to build and to 
plant it, 10 if it does evil in My sight so that it does not obey My voice, then I will relent 
concerning the good with which I said I would benefit it. 
 
   11 “Now therefore, speak to the men of Judah and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, saying, 
‘Thus says the LORD: “Behold, I am fashioning a disaster and devising a plan against you.  
Return now every one from his evil way, and make your ways and your doings good.”  

 

   Paul’s point is this – God is the divine Potter and we are human clay.  In comparison to the 
God of the heavens and the earth, we are small, ignorant, impotent, and sinful.  We often have 
no clue what God is up to; Isaiah reminds us that God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, nor are 
His ways our ways.  “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are (His) ways higher than our 
ways, and (His) thoughts than our thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:8-9),   
 
   Verse 22 in today’s passage presents a biblical truth that can be hard for some to swallow.  
“What if God, wanting to show His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much 
longsuffering the vessels of wrath prepared for destruction…”    
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   If I asked you to name various attributes of God, would your response include His wrath?  
Wrath, mentioned twice is verse 22, is fierce anger or indignation.  Does your understanding of 
God make room for His wrath? It should because that is the end of all humanity apart from 
Jesus.  God’s eternal wrath is the lot of those who don’t die in Jesus. 
 
   In our Sunday morning sermon study of Romans, God’s wrath has been central.  Consider just 
three verses we’ve already studied: 
 
 Romans 1:18 – “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in righteousness.” 

 Romans 2:5 – “But in accordance with your hardness and your impenitent heart you are 
treasuring up for yourself wrath in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of 
God.” 

 Romans 5:9 – “Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from 
wrath through Him.” 

 
   Our theology must find a place for God’s wrath if we are to understand salvation from sin 
properly.  We are more sinful than we imagine, and we are more grace-filled than we can know. 
 
   The discussion continues in verses 23 and 24 of today’s passage – 23 and that He might make 
known the riches of His glory on the vessels of mercy, which He had prepared beforehand for 
glory, 24 even us whom He called, not of the Jews only, but also of the Gentiles?” 
 
   So in the passage today, we see humanity divided into two categories - vessels of wrath and 
vessels of mercy.  The vessels of wrath are those who do not/have not trusted in Christ for 
salvation.  The vessels of mercy are you and I, dear one, if you are a believer in Jesus Christ.  
Verse 23 says God showered His mercy upon us even before our earthly lives began.  We were 
“prepared beforehand for glory!”  Now, that’s a T-shirt or bumper sticker motto! 
 
   An objection that often comes up is where does man’s free will fit in?  Many see an 
irreconcilable conflict between God’s sovereignty and man’s free will.  To have a free will is to 
have a will that is autonomous, the ability to make free choices that are not influenced or 
hindered by anything else.  Is that even possible for sinful humans?  Do we make our decisions 
out of altruistic, benevolent motives without any selfish motivation?  Actually, we are in 
bondage to a fallen will with which we were conceived and born.  Even so, we have a free will, 
but we are not freer than God is.  When His will bumps up against ours, guess who loses? 
 
   It is true that we make hundreds of choices everyday.  Even today, you chose to get out of 
bed, unless you’re watching the live-stream and you’re still in bed!  You decided what clothes to 
wear, what food to eat for breakfast (if you’ve eaten anything), what mode of transportation to 
take to the church, where to park in the lot after getting here, and where to sit for this service. 
 
   But, does the ability to make choices also mean that we are able to honor God by our choices?  
Not if we are unsaved.  Honoring God by our choices is only possible if God first gives us a 
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renewed will; a new nature - one that we are not born with.  God must give us the equipment 
(a renewed will) and the Spirit of God must bring us spiritual life in order for us to make 
decisions that honor Him.  We are totally unable to do so of our own strength before we are 
saved.    
 
   So, yes, we all have wills and the ability to choose.  Unless God has given us spiritual life, we 
are unable to make choices to please God because such unredeemed choices come from dead 
souls.  
 
   In his book Knowledge of the Holy, the late A.W. Tozer attempts to reconcile the seemingly 
contradictory beliefs of God's sovereignty and man's free will: 
 

   "An ocean liner leaves New York City bound for Liverpool, England.  Its destination has been 
determined by proper authorities.  Nothing can change it.  This is at least a faint picture of sovereignty. 
 
   On board the liner are scores of passengers.  These are not in chains, neither are their activities 
determined for them by decree.  They are completely free to move about as they will.  They eat, sleep, 
play, lounge about on the deck, read, talk, altogether as they please; but all the while the great liner is 
carrying them steadily onward toward a predetermined port in Liverpool.  
 
   Both freedom and sovereignty are present here, and they do not contradict.  So it is, I believe, with 
man's freedom and the sovereignty of God.  The mighty liner of God's sovereign design keeps its steady 
course over the sea of history."  

 
   Our concluding song today is the world’s most famous hymn.  A biographer of the hymn’s 
author (John Newton) claims this hymn is sung publicly ten million times annually.  It is the 
signature hymn of the English language.   
 
   One primary reason for the hymn’s popularity is that its testimony is every believer’s story, 
not just Newton’s.  It’s amazing because it is totally not deserving; it is purely God’s goodness 
upon those who deserve hell. 
 
   Let’s stand as you’re able and sing together all six stanzas of “Amazing Grace!” 
 


