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Among the various courses I was privileged to take during my college years, my favorite 

was a course called “Principles of Development.” As its name implies, this course explained the 

molecular processes that direct the development of living organisms starting from a single-cell 

embryo all the way to a fully formed, newborn animal. Though certainly distinct in some ways 

from the intricate process of human development in the womb, many of the principles that were 

taught in this course apply to human biology as well. I came away from that course with a 

greater appreciation for Psalm 139:14 and the marvelous nature of God’s work in creating the 

human body—indeed, we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” by God! 

It is no wonder, then, that the apostle Paul so frequently referred to the human body as an 

analogy for the church. That church, made up of many members with unique abilities and roles, 

is very much an organism that has been fearfully and wonderfully crafted to bear and display the 

image of God. This truth ought to humble us at every age, whether as children, young people, or 

adults. Redeemed by the blood of Christ and regenerated by his Spirit, we are being made into 

the tissues and organs that make up the body to which our Lord has united himself. By his grace 

we continue to “grow up into him in all things, which is the head, even Christ” (Eph. 4:14–16). 

And at the end of this process we will become part of the mature and beautiful bride with whom 

Christ will dwell for all eternity.   

Though imaging technologies like three-dimensional ultrasound and MRI continue to 

reveal more and more detail about the processes of human development, much of what is going 

on in a mother’s womb is cloaked in secrecy (Ps. 139:15). When we study these processes at the 

cellular level, the incredible and mysterious nature of development only increases because what 

we observe isn’t the obvious way we might expect an organism to develop. The mature tissues 

we see at birth often arise in ways that are completely unexpected. The mammalian heart, for 

instance, is shaped from two tubes of cells that are twisted and contorted and then fused together 

to form a complex organ with four separate chambers that is capable of pumping blood to the 

entire body for a lifetime. The actual biological process of heart development looks very much 

like the work of a fairground balloon artist turning a single, tube-shaped balloon into a three-

dimensional shape that we can recognize only at the very end of his efforts. Marvelous works 

indeed! 

Like the processes that govern development of human bodies in the womb, there is a 

great sense of mystery in the processes that God is using to shape his church into the fully 

developed, mature bride of Christ. What we see from the outside with our limited understanding 

is a work that is not according to our expectation because it is a work that belongs to God alone 

in his eternal counsel. At all points in history, he is at work crafting the church and directing the 

spiritual development of each of its members with an eye toward the beautiful body that he has 

given to Jesus Christ. But the developmental process is not obvious or easy.  



Each and every generation of the church faces circumstances and experiences that God, 

by his providence, is using to direct their spiritual development. For some generations of the 

church, this process is mysterious—and even painful. From the outside we may only see twisting 

and contorting of the developing body of Christ that seems entirely contrary to what we expect 

for the church. A year and more of COVID restrictions. Ongoing theological controversy. 

Friction and conflict. Even division. How can any of this possibly be good? 

This is the same question that the prophet Habakkuk asked at the beginning of his 

ministry as he viewed Judah, the church of his day. What he saw in the church was “strife and 

contention,” a disregard for the law of God, and failure to judge rightly (Hab. 1:3, 4). Like him 

we cry out, “O LORD, how long shall I cry, and thou wilt not hear!” (v. 2). How long can these 

things continue to go on before we are unable to bear up? Lord, what are you doing to us? God’s 

answer to Habakkuk and Judah is what we must hear.  

Behold ye among the heathen, and regard, and wonder marvellously: for I will work a 

work in your days, which ye will not believe, though it be told you. (1:5) 

We might expect what follows to be a promise of immediate rescue for Judah that would 

bring her back to her former state of glory. But that wasn’t God’s answer. Instead, the marvelous 

work that he would do would be to bring Judah into captivity at the hands of Babylon. Certainly, 

this was not what the faithful remnant in Judah expected. But it was God’s way of demonstrating 

his loving craftsmanship through the fires of trial and misery. From the outside looking in, what 

God was doing was entirely contrary to human expectations. How could it possibly be good? 

This, dear young people, is where faith, hope, and love—the three great fruits of the 

Spirit—matter most. Have faith that when your experience of life in the church isn’t easy, God is 

still working all things for your personal good and for the good of the church as he conforms it to 

the image of Christ (Rom. 8:28, 29). Put your hope in the promises of scripture, which do not 

leave us guessing about what our end will be even when the path we walk seems mysterious 

(Rev. 21:1–4). And as you view your brothers and sisters in Christ, your fellow tissues and 

organs in his body, be charitable (1 Cor. 13). You will undoubtedly observe in them a process 

that isn’t unlike what the church as a whole experiences. And yet that tissue, which today may 

look more like a spiritually disorganized lump of flesh than a useful organ, will by God’s grace 

be shaped into a part of the body of Christ. Love him or her despite the spiritual flaws you see 

and trust that God will do the crafting and purifying according to his good pleasure. 

I wish I could tell you when COVID and controversy will end. I wish I could explain to 

you exactly what God is doing in your life as a member of the Protestant Reformed Churches. I 

suppose I could speculate about what God is teaching us, but that would only be the opinion of a 

weak, finite man. What I can say with great certainty, however, is that the calling here and now 

is for you and for me to live by the fruits of the Spirit, trusting that the God who has bought and 

redeemed us is also transforming us into the image of his Son for his own glory and honor. The 

way may not be easy, but its end is certain. Let us grow up together into Christ, our Lord! 
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