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The Hands of the Potter is the Scriptural Picture of Spiritual Formation 
Isaiah 64:8 “But now, O LORD, You are our Father; We are the clay, and You our potter; And all we are the work of Your hand.” 

Isaiah’s image of the potter and clay is far richer than a simple illustration of God “making” us. For ancient Israelites, pottery was an everyday 
process that vividly communicated formation, dependence, patience, purpose, and transformation. 

The Potter’s Process 

1. The Clay Is Chosen 
     A potter did not simply grab dirt from the ground and begin working.  
	 Clay had to be carefully selected, gathered, and separated from impurities. 

	 Formation Insight: God chooses us before He shapes us. 
	 “The people whom I formed for Myself…” (Isaiah 43:21) 
	 	 Formation begins with God’s initiative, not ours. 

2. The Clay Is Broken and Prepared 
     Raw clay contains rocks, roots, air pockets, and debris. The potter crushes it, sifts it, adds water, and kneads it repeatedly. 

This process is called wedging. The clay cannot become useful until impurities are removed. 
	 Formation Insight: Many things we call interruptions are actually preparation. 
God removes pride, self-reliance, hidden sins, false identities & disordered loves before He can shape us. 
	 This is why formation often feels uncomfortable. 

3. The Clay Must Remain Soft 
     Clay that becomes dry and hardened cannot be formed. 

The potter continually adds water to keep it pliable. Throughout Scripture, water often symbolizes the Holy Spirit. 
	 Formation Insight: The Spirit keeps our hearts soft and responsive. 
	 	 A hard heart resists formation. A soft heart yields to God’s touch. 

4. The Clay Is Centered on the Wheel 
     Before shaping can begin, the clay must be perfectly centered. 

If it is off-center, the vessel becomes unstable and distorted. 
	 Formation Insight: Spiritual formation begins by being centered in Christ. 
Many believers want transformation without centering. 
The early Church Fathers repeatedly taught that prayer, worship, Scripture, and communion with God re-center the soul. 

5. The Potter Applies Pressure 
     Once centered, the potter places his hands both inside and outside the vessel. 



The vessel is formed through pressure. One hand supports. One hand shapes. 
	 Formation Insight: God forms us through both an Internal work & external circumstances 
	 	 The Father’s hands are always present. 

6. The Vessel Is Made for a Purpose 
     The potter does not create random shapes. 

Every vessel has a purpose … The shape follows the calling. 
	 Formation Insight: God’s goal is not simply improvement. His goal is purpose. 
	 	 He forms us for His glory and His mission. 

7. The Vessel Must Pass Through Fire 
     Even after being shaped, the vessel is not complete. It enters the kiln. 

The fire hardens what the potter has formed. Without fire, the vessel remains fragile. 
	 Formation Insight: Trials often establish what God has been developing in secret. 
	 	 What is formed in prayer is strengthened through testing. 
	 	 	 The fire is not punishment. It is completion. 

Why Isaiah’s Image Is So Powerful 
Notice Isaiah does not merely say: “You are the Potter and we are the clay.” He first says: “You are our Father.” 
	 The Potter is not an impersonal craftsman. The Potter is a loving Father. 
	 	 Isaiah combines: 

* Relationship (“our Father”) 
* Authority (“our Potter”) 
* Formation (“we are the clay”) 
* Purpose (“the work of Your hand”) 

	 Formation is therefore not self-improvement. It is a Father lovingly shaping His children into the image of His Son. 

Modern Discipleship vs Spiritual Formation 
There is a difference between teaching believers and forming Christ in people. 

Much of what the modern church calls “discipleship” has become the transfer of information, habits, ministry skills, or doctrinal alignment. 
While these things have value, spiritual formation reaches deeper. It addresses the inward shaping of the human person by the Spirit of God 
until the nature, character, mind, and life of Christ become visible within a people. 
	 The goal is not merely educated Christians.  The goal is a formed people. 

God Forms a People 
In Book of Isaiah 43, the Lord speaks of Israel not merely as a nation He rescued, but as a people He formed: 
“This people have I formed for myself; they shall shew forth my praise.” 

Formation implies intentional shaping. 
God was not simply delivering Israel from Egypt or giving them commandments. He was creating a covenant people whose identity 
reflected His nature and glory in the earth … to be a blessing to all the nations for all generations. 

Israel’s journey reveals this process: 
- deliverance from bondage, 
- separation unto God, 



- testing in the wilderness, 
- learning dependence, 
- receiving divine order, 
- becoming a habitation for His presence. 

This is more than religious instruction. It is divine formation. 
God did not merely want Israel to obey Him externally; He desired a people inwardly shaped by Him, in covenant relationship.. 

Paul’s Language: “Christ Formed in You” 
Paul carries this same burden in Epistle to the Galatians 4:19: 
“My little children, of whom I travail in birth again until Christ be formed in you.” 

In context (vv. 9-20), we find Paul addressing the church at Galatia who had found Christ and once walked in His freedom. He says in 
vs 20 NASB, that he is “perplexed” by them. For they have reverted back to outward conformity to the law (vs9), rather than the inner 
transformation. His tone changes, and with apostolic authority, he corrects this mindset & draws them into something much greater.  

“Paul expresses his dismay that the attitude of the Galatians toward him has changed so dramatically.” NISB  
 Going as far as saying in vs16, “So have I become your enemy by telling you the truth?” 

“He encourages (aka “pushes”) them to imitate him inasmuch as he no longer relies on the Law to be justified 
but on the saving grace of Christ (see 2:20). Because the Galatians are in danger of abandoning him, he is like a 
mother who must form her infant anew in her womb.” NISB 

Notice Paul does not say: 
- until you attend enough meetings, 
- until you understand doctrine, 
- until you become productive workers, 
- until you learn theological or ministry systems. 
	 Paul's concern was formation. This is profoundly different from behavioral modification. 
	 	 Discipleship often asks, “What should a believer do?” 
	 	 	 Spiritual formation asks, “Who is this person becoming?” 

The Early Church’s Foundational Vision of Spiritual Formation 
How the Early Church Understood the Formation of the Soul 

The early church did not separate salvation from transformation. To the earliest believers, conversion was the beginning of a lifelong 
process of being shaped into the likeness of Christ. 

Christianity was understood not merely as accepting doctrines, attending gatherings, or securing heaven after death. 
	 It was participation in the life of Christ. 

The historic church viewed spiritual formation as: 
- union with Christ, 
- healing of the soul, 
- restoration of the image of God, 
- purification of desires, 
- maturation in virtue, 
- and communion with God. 



The aim was not simply believers who behaved morally, but humans transfigured by divine life. 
	 	 The church fathers consistently emphasized:  
	 	 	 Christ came not only to forgive humanity, but to restore and transform humanity. 

The Limits of Modern Discipleship 

Modern discipleship models often emphasize  curriculum,  attendance, information,  accountability systems, ministry involvement, 
& external disciplines. 

These can produce informed believers, active volunteers,  doctrinal agreement, & institutional loyalty. 
	 But they do not necessarily produce transformed hearts. 

A person can: 
- know Scripture yet remain unhealed, 
- serve publicly while inwardly fragmented, 
- function in ministry while lacking Christlike character, 
- learn Christian language without inward renewal. 

True formation addresses the hidden man of the heart. 

Spiritual Formation Is the Work of the Spirit 
Spiritual formation is not self-improvement. 
	 It is the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit conforming believers into the image of Christ. 



This involves  surrender, repentance, healing, obedience, suffering, renewal of the mind, transformation of desires, &  deepening 
communion with God. 
	 The Spirit uses every dimension of life as material for transformation. 

The Church’s Present Need 
The church today does not suffer from lack of content. 
	 It suffers from lack of formation. 
Information has increased faster than transformation. 
	 The answer is not abandoning discipleship, but restoring formation as the central aim. 

A Formed Church Reveals Christ 
God’s eternal intention is not simply redeemed individuals, but a formed corporate people that reveal His Son in the earth. 
	 Just as Israel was formed for His praise,  the church is being formed as the Body of Christ. 

Formation produces maturity, unity, holiness, endurance, spiritual authority, covenant faithfulness, & the visible expression of 
Christ’s nature. 

The mature church become a dwelling place for God, a witness to the world, a stable house in unstable times, &  a people capable of 
carrying glory. 

Key Distinction Chart | Modern Discipleship Vs Spiritual Formation 

Closing Thought 

Modern Discipleship asks, “How do we train believers?” 
	 Spiritual formation asks, “How does Christ take shape within a people?” 

The burden of the Spirit in this hour is not merely to fill churches with informed believers, but to form a mature people who visibly 
carry the nature, presence, and character of Jesus Christ in the earth.

Modern Discipleship Spiritual Formation

Focuses on learning Focuses on becoming

Emphasizes instruction Emphasizes transformation

Often external Deeply internal

Transfers knowledge Shapes nature

Produces followers Produces mature sons and daughters

Measures activity Measures Christlikeness

Can be programmatic
Requires relational and spiritual 
process


