
Love Covers All Things   
Romans 5:1-5; 1 Corinthians 12:31-13:13 

 
Many theologians see in the gospels, our Lord Jesus portrayed as the point man of an invasion 
from heaven into the physical universe that God made in the six days of the Genesis creation. 
With the fall of humanity’s original king and queen, this world that God meant to be a physical 
sanctuary became instead a lost, trackless wilderness inhabited by people who once possessed a 
high calling but now can remember it only dimly if at all. And so the Old Testament is filled with 
pictures of the beautiful garden sanctuary from which we came and toward which we’re bound, 
but also of the terrible sacrifice that would have to be made before any of us can be reconciled 
with God and allowed to return there. 
  
And the Lord Jesus is presented to us in the New Testament as that single, ultimate Person, 
human as Adam, qualified to achieve everything that Adam and you and I could never 
accomplish, but also divine, God the Son, Word of the Father, the physical embodiment of the 
holiness and wisdom and power and love that belongs exclusively to the Almighty and which we 
can only share in our own small way as God graciously redeems us from the Fall and bestows on 
us the qualities that live in his heart by his Spirit whom he sends to live in our hearts as we 
believe in and identify with his Son. 
  
So through most of his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes of the church architecturally, as 
that invisible garden sanctuary that must be both planted and built, first by the Apostles and then 
by those officeholders in God’s kingdom who would build on the foundation that the Apostles 
lay in that first Christian century.  So early in his letter, Paul warns the Corinthian believers to 
regard their fellowship and even their own bodies as the “temple” in which “God’s Spirit 
dwells…”. So, Paul teaches, heavenly ethics must be observed in our collective life and in our 
personal lives because we are together and individually indwelt by the Holy Spirit. “For God’s 
temple is holy,” Paul wrote, “and you are that temple.” 
  
But, as Paul’s letter winds on, we learn that this new invisible sanctuary God is building is more 
than just architectural, more than just a place.  Early on in John’s gospel, the priests of old 
Israel’s temple had challenged Jesus after he had swept the marketeers off the porch of the old 
sanctuary. “What sign do you show us that you do these things?”  In other words, who put you in 
charge of any sanctuary?  And Jesus answered, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will 
raise it up!”  
  
John helpfully explains, “…he was speaking about the temple of his own body.”  Both old 
Israel’s sanctuaries, Moses’ tent and Solomon’s temple had seen God the Holy Spirit visibly 
descend on the place of worship.  But with Jesus’ baptism in the gospels and the Pentecost event 
in the book of Acts, the Spirit had visibly descended on Christ individually and on the disciples 
collectively, marking first the risen Christ and then us as the new sanctuary which the Spirit will 
indwell in the last days. 
  
So in his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul starts describing the church, first, as a garden he 
helped plant and, then, as a temple he helped build, and then, finally, he moves to describing 



Christian congregations as “the body of Christ”, an active, living, moving sanctuary through 
which God will redeem the world in the last days. So it follows that we are both parts of his 
temple and members of his body.  
  
And the experience that links us together as architectural parts in the temple of the Spirit and 
organic members in the body of Christ is the Holy Spirit baptism we all share in common. Paul 
writes, “For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body – Jews and Greeks, slaves or free – 
and all were made to drink of one Spirit.”   
  
And it was the gifts, the visible, audible, and physical manifestations of the Spirit in the lives of 
the early disciples that marked those early congregations as the people among whom God’s 
Spirit lived, sign and wonders, physical healing and extraordinary, supernatural examples of faith 
and generosity and wisdom, God-given prophecy and tongues and interpretations. And in an age 
when pagans and Christians alike were taken by visible signs of supernatural blessing and 
guidance from beyond the veil, Paul saw in his readers a tendency to favor the dramatic and 
visible gifts and to neglect that quieter work of the Spirit that only gradually deepened and 
strengthened character. 

  
So he warned his readers to “…jealously desire the greater gifts.” he said.  The problem being 
that Paul and his readers didn’t agree on what “greater’” meant. Paul’s readers in Corinth were 
overly taken by outward appearances, eloquence, cleverness and warmth and popularity, and less 
open to qualities like faithfulness and honesty and modesty.  So Paul goes on in chapter 13 to 
take his readers up onto a balcony where they can view their lives and ministries from a higher 
altitude, a heavenly point of view.  
  
And the lens through which Paul views our ministries is the love that has always lived in God’s 
heart and needs to live in ours. So Paul writes them. “… I will show you a still more excellent 
way. If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but I do not have love. I am a noisy gong or 
a clanging cymbal.”  
  
Now the first thing to note about Paul’s thinking here is that he is not excluding himself from the 
glaring holiness that God’s love entails. The first person to be measured by the purity and 
simplicity of God’s love is Paul himself. He goes on, “And if I have prophecy, and know all 
mysteries and all knowledge but I do not have love, I am nothing.” It is a humbling verdict 
because Paul had all of the above!  
  
In a second letter, Paul would write to the Corinthians that he had seen such visions that God had 
felt it necessary to physically handicap him so that Paul wouldn’t become arrogant.  So Paul 
himself had felt the danger of being intoxicated by his own brilliance, and had been subject to 
severe discipline from God so as to be able know so much and do so much and yet continue to 
love. He continues, “And if I sell my possessions, and deliver over my body so that I can boast, I 
gain nothing.”   
  
Again, in his letters Paul will repeatedly point out to the Corinthians and others that he had 
taught and served them without accepting a dime from them.  Now there were good reasons Paul 
did this, but the Apostle notes here that even well intentioned sacrifice can become a stumbling 
block if we boast, if we want some measure of credit and admiration for the sacrifices we make.  



  
And the point is that there is a selflessness to God’s love that we can only learn from his Spirit, 
walking with God in one another’s company.  So Paul goes on to spell out what that kind of love 
looks like as we learn it: “Love is patient, love is kind, it is not jealous, it does not boast, it is not 
arrogant.”  
  
So the love that lives in God’s heart is “patient”, founded on the knowledge that redemption is 
gradual, peoples’ hearts bend only slowly to God’s will, peoples’ lives change only slowly to 
what God calls us to be. And in the meantime we will have to wait for it, to be as “patient” with 
each other as God has been with us.  
  
God’s love is “kind”.  Real love teaches us to want what is best for and think what is best about 
each other.  Love is not “jealous,” Paul writes.  The world trains us to lay claim on what we 
think is rightfully ours.  But God’s love teaches us to look toward him, to trust him for the stuff 
and space and affection and attention that feeds our souls and makes us feel worthwhile.  The 
more certain we are that God will take care of us, the less we will long for and fight for time and 
space and attention from others.  
  
“It does not boast, it is not arrogant.” Paul writes of God’s love.  If we didn’t think we had 
something to contribute, most of us would never attempt anything.  God made us to do things 
and be things in the world around us, to play a part in his kingdom.  So it’s no crime to want an 
opportunity to do our part, so long as we remember that God rules the world and that he arranges 
the roles we’re meant to play, and the outcome of our efforts. Forget that and it becomes hard to 
hold our tongues and wait our turn when we imagine we can do better than the people God has 
put centerstage.  
  
Real love leaves God in charge of casting and teaches us to be content with the roles he finds for 
us to play.  Love is “not rude,” Paul goes on, “it does not seek its own, it is not provoked, it does 
not keep account of wrongs.”  And it was about here in this passage that my own soul began to 
complain about how thin the air is in heaven.  

 
Because I am a person who has always carefully measured the amount of respect and attention 
and affection people send my way in comparison to the things I think I’ve done for them. And, if 
the scale tips out of balance even a little, I am prone to a sort of low-level outrage that can all too 
easily make me a rude, irritable character indeed.  And at the heart of that sort of wounded 
outrage is wanting from others the sort of affirmation that God has taught us is ultimately best 
coming from him.  
  
So Peter wrote the early Christians, “Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of 
God, and he will exalt you at the proper time, casting all your anxiety upon him because he cares 
for you.”  It turns out that foundation for our own self-respect is our faith in God’s promise to 
love us, no matter what other people make of us. Paul goes on to sum up what the love that lives 
in God’s heart is like: “Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 
things.”  
  
“Love bears all things,” Paul wrote. Of course, God’s love bore our sins to the cross, so this 
notion of love bearing, carrying for us what we can’t bear certainly applies here.  But the verb 



Paul uses here for “bear” can also mean “cover”.  It could mean, “Love covers all things…”. 
And then the notion would become that God possesses a love that, when he sees us go wrong, 
when he knows we need help, his instinct is to cover our disgrace, to shield us from what our 
folly deserves. Ezekiel had a vision of God finding and covering Israel, marrying and clothing 
her when she was helpless and exposed. 
  
It is what Ruth asked of Boaz when she tucked herself under his blanket at the harvest festival. 
Cover me, she said in so many words. “Spread your wings over your servant,” she said to him, 
“for you are a redeemer!” It is what the unclean woman wanted from Jesus when she grabbed 
the fringe of his robe in the gospels, and it is what she got from him when she explained her 
predicament. “Take heart, my daughter,”  Jesus said to her, “your faith has saved you!”  
  
Understood this way, God’s love, heavenly love, begins with us by covering those things that 
would otherwise render us unworthy of love.  And God’s love goes on from there to “believe all 
things,” to see possibilities in us, and to “hope all things,” to move us toward a destiny that 
nothing in our resume would suggest we could attain. And then finally God’s love “endures all 
things”, he works with us through the starts and stops and ups and downs that must happen when 
fallen people have to mount the balcony and learn the lessons of life and love and holiness from 
a heavenly point of view.  
The love God expresses toward us is the love Paul hopes his readers and you and I will begin to 
express toward each other. It is true that God’s Spirit unleashes mighty gifts in peoples’ hearts as 
we walk in his Spirit and learn to depend on his power.  But, Paul warns us, the gifts were never 
the point of the exercise. “Love never fails.” Paul concludes, “But where there are prophecies, 
they will pass away, where there are tongues, they will cease, where there is knowledge, it will 
pass away.” 
  
It is such strange stuff for a man like Paul to be writing because visions and prophecies, 
knowledge and insight are the qualities for which we know him best and remember him most. 
But what he teaches here is that it is the fruit of the Spirit, not the gifts of the Spirit that will 
matter once eternity dawns.  God uses the gifts of apostles and prophets and teachers and the 
rest, to grant us some knowledge, a glimpse of what will matter in eternity.  But it is the fruit of 
the Spirit, “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self 
control,” that will make eternity heavenly. 
  
Paul writes “Now faith, hope, and love remain, these three, but the greatest of these is love.”  
The primary feature of eternity is that God will once again, finally, totally assume the central 
place  that was his in the world and in our minds and hearts before the Fall.  And when that 
happens, you and I can share in the affections and aspirations that live in God’s heart, 
undistracted by any empty selfish considerations. “We shall be like him,” John wrote, “for we 
shall see him as he is.”  
 


