Romans 9:21
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- is the coordinating conjunction Ē, meaning “Or” with the negative OUK, meaning “not” plus the third person singular present active indicative from the verb ECHW, which means “to have.”


The present tense is a static present for a condition that perpetually exists or is always true.


The active voice indicates that the subject (the potter) produces the action of having authority over the clay.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine singular noun EXOUSIA, which means “(1) freedom of choice, right to act, decide, or dispose of one’s property as one wishes; (2) ability to do something; (3) authority.”
  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and noun KERAMEUS, which means “the potter and his clay (cf. Isa 45:9; 29:16; Jer 18:6; the potter’s field Mt 27:7, 10.”
  This is followed by the ablative of rank from the masculine singular article and noun PĒLOS, which means “over the clay, mud” and is the same material used by Jesus in Jn 9:6-41 to create new eyes for a man born blind from birth.
“Or does not the potter have authority over the clay”

- is the preposition EK plus the ablative of source from the neuter singular article, the attributive use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “from the same” and the noun PHURAMA, which means “that which is mixed or kneaded, (a lump or batch of) dough; 1 Cor 5:6; Gal 5:9; Rom 11:16.  Symbolically Christians are to be fresh dough containing no yeast 1 Cor 5:7.  It is also the dough-like mixture from which the potter forms his wares, meaning lump (of clay).”

“from the same lump”

- is the aorist active infinitive from the verb POIEW, which means “to do, to make, to produce.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which presents the action as a fact in its entirety without reference to its progress.


The active voice indicates that the Potter produces the action of making something.


The infinitive is a substantival infinitive, which is used to modify the noun “authority.”

This is followed by the accusative neuter singular from the relative pronoun HOS with the postpositive coordinating conjunction MEN.  This construction is used in combination with a following accusative neuter singular relative pronoun HOS and conjunction DE, so that we have a HOS MEN… HOS DE construction, which means “ὸς μὲν. . . ὸς δέ  the one. . . the other Mt 22:5; Lk 23:33; Acts 27:44; Rom 14:5; 1 Cor 11:21; 2 Cor 2:16; Jude 22f.”
  The Attic Greek ME…DE construction gives us the meaning “on the one hand…on the other hand.”  So together they mean “the one on the one hand…and the other on the other hand.”  Then we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of purpose from the feminine singular noun TIMĒ, which means “for the purpose of honor.”  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the neuter singular noun SKEUOS, meaning “vessel, jar, dish, etc.”
“to make one on the one hand a vessel for the purpose of honor,”

 - is the other half of the HOS MEN…HOS DE construction explained above.  Finally, we have the preposition EIS plus the accusative of purpose from the feminine singular noun ATIMIA, which means “for the purpose of dishonor.”  The rhetorical question with the negative OUK demands a positive answer “Of course he does.”

“and on the other hand another for the purpose of dishonor?  Of course He does.”

Rom 9:21 corrected translation
“Or does not the potter have authority over the clay from the same lump to make one on the one hand a vessel for the purpose of honor, and on the other hand another for the purpose of dishonor?  Of course he does.”
Explanation:
1.  “Or does not the potter have authority over the clay”

a.  Paul continues with another rhetorical question to which both he and his audience already know the answer.  He uses the analogy of the potter and what the potter makes out of the clay he uses.


b.  The potter is analogous to God and the clay is analogous to every human being given life by God.  The potter’s wheel is authority by which the potter molds the clay into a vessel of honor or a vessel of dishonor.


c.  This is a quote from Isa 45:9, “Woe to the one who quarrels with his Maker—An earthenware vessel among the vessels of earth!  Will the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you doing?’ Or the thing you are making say, ‘He has no hands’?”

d.  So Paul’s question is, “Does the potter have authority over the clay?”  The obvious answer is, “Of course the potter has authority over the clay.”  Does the potter have the right to make any kind of dish, jar, cup, bowl, or urn he wishes?  Of course he does.


e.  By analogy to God and us, does not God have the right to use our volition, His laws of divine establishment, His communicated word to man, and the circumstances of life to create men that will honor Him?  Of course He does.


f.  In the same manner, can God use these same things to permit a person to dishonor God?  Yes, God can create free will in mankind and permit that person to react to life, the laws of establishment and the word of God to reject God and His will for that person’s life.


f.  As Isa 45:9 points out, the person who reacts to what he is, is quarreling with his Maker.  The person is blaming God for making him what he is.  Again, this ignores the free will of the thing made by God to become less than what God intended for it to be.  God intends for us to be vessels of honor by believing in Christ.  Some men use their free will to not believe in Christ.  God has made them free men like everyone else, but they have used their own free will to make themselves vessels of dishonor.


g.  God does not create vessels of dishonor.  God is not the author of sin.  Men create their own dishonor by the use of their own free will.

2.  “from the same lump”

a.  This phrase is critical to the understanding of this passage because it indicates the equal opportunity we all have to be vessels of honor.  We all come from the same lump.  We are all created in the image of God.  We all have volition (I will), mentality (I think), self-consciousness (I am), and conscience (I ought).


b.  Every member of the human race has the same equal opportunity to believe in Christ and become a vessel of honor.  Some members of the human race decide they do not want to be vessels of honor.  They can do that, but they have no right to blame God for doing it.


d.  God makes men vessels of dishonor only in the sense that He gives them a free will and the equal opportunity to decide for themselves what they will be.  Those members of the human race who believe in Christ, God makes a vessel of honor.  Those members of the human race who refuse to believe in Christ and therefore reject the love of God, God designates as vessels of dishonor.  God doesn’t make anyone a vessel of dishonor.  People makes themselves vessels of dishonor by refusing to believe in Christ.


e.  But regardless of which way it goes for any of us, we all come from the same lump of clay and all have the same equal opportunity. 

3.  “to make one on the one hand a vessel for the purpose of honor,”

a.  God has the right and authority to make vessels of honor and He does so.  God makes vessels of honor out of any person who believes in Christ.

b.  This concept is also taught in other New Testament passages.



(1)  Jn 12:26, “If anyone serves Me, he must follow Me; and where I am, there My servant will be also; if anyone serves Me, the Father will honor him.”



(2)  1 Pet 1:7, “so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”



(3)  Rom 2:7, “To those on the one hand who on the basis of the expectation of a good work are seeking eternal life, [there is] glory, honor, and immortality.”



(4)  Heb 5:4, “And no one takes the honor to himself, but receives it when he is called by God, even as Aaron was.”



(5)  2 Tim 2:20-21, “Now in a large house there are not only gold and silver vessels, but also vessels of wood and of earthenware, and some to honor and some to dishonor.  Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from these things he will be a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to the Master, prepared for every good work.”

4.  “and on the other hand another for the purpose of dishonor?  Of course he does.”

a.  In contrast to those who believe in Christ and are made vessels of honor by God the Holy Spirit, we have the rest of the human race, who refuse to believe in Christ, and make themselves vessels of dishonor.


b.  Does God have the right to make vessels of honor those who believe in Christ?  Of course He does.  Does God have the right to make vessels of dishonor those who refuse to believe in Christ?  Of course He does.


c.  The unbeliever has no right to quarrel with God about God’s rules and decisions about who He will honor or not honor.  If the unbeliever does not want to believe in Christ he has the freedom to not believe.  But that gives him no right to call God “unfair” because God will only honor those who believe in Christ.


d.  God does not willingly make unbelievers vessels of dishonor; for He is not willing that any should perish.  But unbelievers choose of their own free will to reject Christ.  That leaves God with no choice.  It gives Him no opportunity to make them vessels of honor.


e.  We all become vessels of dishonor the moment we are born.  We are made vessels of dishonor by the imputation of Adam’s original sin to the genetically formed sin nature.  God doesn’t make us vessels of dishonor.  Men made themselves vessels of dishonor by Adam’s one sin of rejection of the love of God in the Garden of Eden, which is attributed to each of us, because each of us would have done the exact same thing Adam did.


f.  We remain vessels of dishonor as unbelievers by our failure to believe in Christ, which is rejection of the love of God.  We remain vessels of dishonor by our own free will.  But the moment a person believes in Christ, God makes that person a vessel of honor by the imputation of His very own perfect righteousness to that person.
5.  Vessels of honor and vessels of dishonor also refer to the two types of believers.


a.  The humble believer is the vessel of honor and the arrogant believer is the vessel of dishonor.  God promotes vessels of honor.

b.  There were two categories of vessels in the Exodus generation of believers: a vessel of honor and a vessel of dishonor.  Moses, Aaron, Joshua and Caleb were vessels of honor.  Most of the rest of Israel were vessels of dishonor.

c.  At the point of birth the most important basic authority delegated to the human race is the authority of the parents over the children.  This authority determines the difference between vessels of honor and vessels of dishonor.

d.  The divine institutions are designed to mold vessels of honor.  The volition of the child must be positive to be molded by the potter's wheel.  Acceptance of parental authority is the basis for molding the vessel of honor.  Rejection of parental authority is the basis for molding a vessel of dishonor.

e.  The vessel of honor accepts authority in the state of humility.  The vessel of dishonor rejects authority in the status of arrogance.  When the children reach puberty, the vessels are formed into two categories: the vessel of honor is humble and teachable, while the vessel of dishonor is arrogant, unteachable, and resistant to authority.  The only hope for the vessels of dishonor is regeneration through personal faith in Jesus Christ.

f.  What does a potter do with good vessels?  He keeps them.  With those of dishonor, he smashes them, and God has designed a system for doing so.  Authority in establishment preserves those with humility and destroys those with arrogance (who are self‑destructive first).


g.  God does not create dishonor.  But God provides a potter's wheel, which is legitimate authority in life to mold the clay that responds to it.  Whether a person becomes a vessel of honor or dishonor depends on the function of his own volition and attitude toward authority.  His first contact is his parents, and the delegation of authority under the laws of divine establishment extends out from the home to every other type of authority in life; e.g., the teacher, police officer, coach, rules.


h.  The potter decides how a vessel will be molded.  But the vessel will only be molded as it responds to the potter’s wheel.  Just as the potter doesn’t ‘pat’ out the vessel by hand, but he uses a wheel, so God also uses a system to create the vessel.  That system is the potter’s wheel or authority.


i.  The issue is how you, the clay, respond to the potter’s wheel.  God has delegated authority in life, so that the basis of virtue of humility can be attained.  The first authority is parent(s).  Those who are negative to parental authority become vessels of dishonor, whether believer or unbeliever.  Those who respond begin to shape up as a vessel of honor.  Therefore, whether a person becomes a vessel of honor or a dishonor depends on the function of their volition regarding first, the authority of their parents, and after that, authority in many areas of life.
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