
Sunday, November 18, 2018 
Sermon - Pastor Josh Olson 
Shepherd of the Bay Lutheran Church, Lusby, MD 

 
“Encourage Each Other With These Words.” 

1 Thessalonians 4: 13-18 
 

What can you do?  What can you say?  What do you have to offer in the face of such heartbreak?  The 
death toll from the wild fires in California rises every day.  The missing peoples list seems to grow at a steady 
pace as well.  What can you do?  What can you say?  As people flee from their burning homes, how can you 
help?  One woman didn’t know what to do, but wanted to do something nice for people who had just lost 
their homes.  She starting making tons of coffee and is giving away 400 cups of coffee a day to people as they 
struggle to reconnect with family, friends and find a place to stay.  What do you say to someone who lost a 
loved one in the fire?    What do you say to the family and friends of Paula and Randall Dodge?  They were an 
elderly married couple in their late 60s that were consumed by the fire in Paradise, CA.  They were both 
intelligent and loved to spend their time together playing cards.  Paula apparently loved to cook and her 
kitchen counter had every gadget imaginable to make the best tasting meal for their company.  Randy was a 
Marine that served and survived during the Vietnam war, but the fire was too much for him.  What do you say 
to their family and friends?  What do you have to offer in the face of such heartache?  I think we can learn a 
lesson from Randall’s brother, Dan.  You see, both Paula and Randall Dodge knew Jesus as their Savior from 
sin.  They were not unfamiliar with suffering.  Randall lost a younger brother, David, to Leukemia.  This is what 
Dan said to the newspaper, ‘We believe that both David and Randall are communing together now.  We kind 
of say he went from Paradise to paradise.’ 

Dan knew exactly what to do and say.  All he had was hope.  And so, hope is what he shared with the 
newspaper. 

Hope is a funny thing.  It is by very definition invisible.  Clinging to promises that we can’t see!  And yet, its 
as obvious as the nose on your face.  We live our lives surrounded by things we can see.  Houses and cars and 
food and family and friends and neighbors.  All of it is right there before our eyes.  And we hold onto them.  
We value them.  We cherish them.  And we should – they are good gifts of God!  But death takes it all away.  
That time you sit in the hospital for the last time, the house you bought, fixed, lived in – is yours but you’ll 
never live in it again.  The car that maybe is sitting in the parking lot, you’ll never drive again.  The clothes in 
the closet you’ll never wear again!  You live your life and you amass all of these things – but then death comes 
you realize that you have nothing.  No home.  No car.  No clothes.    

Except for hope.  The one thing you can’t touch is the one thing you can hold onto.  Death can’t take that.  
And, invisible though it may be, the more the visible is taken away the more obvious hope becomes.  You can 
see it in the way that person dies.  Not empty handed, but holding onto one thing for dear life – that God will 
keep his promises.  You can see it in the way a family grieves.  Surrounded by visible things and yet holding 
onto the same hope their loved one held onto – that as Paul says, we will meet again in the air to be with the 
Lord.    

You see, all grieve.  Being a Christian doesn’t mean that you don’t stand before death feeling shell-shocked, 
lonely, and scared.  It hurts.  But as Paul says, a Christian grieves differently.  He grieves as someone who is 
holding onto something.  The one thing that death can’t take from you – hope.  Paul writes, “Brothers, we do 
not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. 
14 We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have 
fallen asleep in him. 15 According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left 
till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. 16 For the Lord himself will 
come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of 
God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 17 After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up 



together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. 18 
Therefore encourage each other with these words.”  Hope.  Its invisible.  But obvious.  

Death can’t touch your hope.  But it tries.  Especially this time of year.  For some the holidays are exciting.  
Family and friends and celebration and travel.  But for others, its lonely.  Especially when we remember those 
who aren’t here anymore.  Those who held onto our hope in Christ and are now with the Lord.  We know that 
they are with the Lord.  We know that they are experiencing paradise as we speak!  But that doesn’t mean 
that we don’t still grieve.  As you try to make the stuffing like mom used to make, it doesn’t ever taste quite 
the same.  As we sit down to celebrate Thanksgiving, you still see their empty seat.  As you sit down to watch 
football, you can’t help but notice that dad isn’t there - snoring away in his recliner.  And as the season wears 
on, so does your grieving.  You go Christmas shopping and long for the days that they were on your list.  You 
decorate and every ornament reminds you of them.  The longer life goes on, the more this time of year 
reminds you of those you lost, and the more the season becomes a time to grieve.  

But grief with hope and grief without hope are miles apart.  There may be a different person that was lost 
in the California wildfires who didn’t know Jesus, like Paula and Randall did.  Who was part of a family that 
didn’t know Jesus. You can hear it in the way they talk.  You can sense it in what they say to the reporters.  
They and their loved ones had no hope.  And when death came, they had nothing to hold onto.    

Picture that same scene in the hospital – only one room over.  That person too has a house that is bought 
and paid for, but he’ll never live in it again.  That person too has a car in the parking lot – which he’ll never 
drive again.  That person too has a closet full of clothes – that he’ll never wear again.  Death is about to take 
everything from him.  And that is all he has.  No hope.  No peace.  No answer in the face of death.  Grief 
without hope.  

That isn’t you.  For as much as death hurts.  For as tough as the grieving is, grief with hope is miles apart 
from grief without hope.  And the difference has nothing to do with us.  It isn’t because Christians have less to 
fear from death.  As if we are too good or innocent or righteous to fear standing before God on the day of our 
judgment.  Rather, a Christian sees even more clearly than the unbeliever just how deserving of God’s wrath 
we are!  It isn’t because of the power of the Christian’s ability to believe.  Because we doubt too!  As we face 
death there is doubt, fear, uncertainty – as long as we have sinful natures you can bet it will draw those things 
up from the darkest parts of our souls to leave us standing before the grave with our knees knocking.  Hope 
isn’t found in us, our efforts, or our strength.  

Hope is found in the undisputable fact that Paul mentions – Jesus died and rose.  Everyone spends their 
lives standing before the gaping hole of the grave.  We know at some point it will come for us.  But for a 
Christian, it isn’t our grave we’re peering into.  It’s his.  The moment we come to the faith, Jesus’ grave 
becomes ours.  That is what we peer into.  And that is why when we stand before death itself, we have hope.  
Because as we peer into Jesus’ empty tomb, we cast our sin and our guilt in day after day.  Think of the things 
we have cast into that gaping hole!  The lies and the betrayals and the depravity.  Yet, no matter how great or 
black or awful, it’s all swallowed up.  Removed.  Taken away.  As we peer into Jesus’ empty tomb, we even 
cast our own death into that gaping hole.  And that is swallowed there as well.  Because Jesus didn’t die and 
rise for his own sake.  He did it for you.  To make you his own.  To destroy all that separated you from God.  To 
take you to be with him in heaven.    

And to bring you back.  In a flash, that day will be here.  And instantly, all that we see around us will be 
gone.  Like I said, those are good gifts of God.  But on that day, they will have served their purpose and it will 
all slip through our fingers.  But this hope that we hold onto.  Suddenly, that will be what is visible.  The Jesus 
we’ve never seen with our eyes will appear before us – just as I’m standing before you today.  The angels that 
have always been here but you’ve never seen will stand before you too.  You’ll hear the voice of the archangel 
and the trumpet call of God will ring in your ears.  Believer and unbeliever.  Hope or no hope – all will see it.  It 
will be as plain as day.  And then one by one they’ll rise.  Legions of the dead.  People who have been dead for 
4000 years and people who have been dead for 15 minutes.  The most famous names in all of history will 
stand next to the most anonymous.  But he knows them all.  And the Lord will take us all to be with him 



forever.  With eyes of hope we strain to see it.  But on that day, we’ll see it with these two eyes as all that 
we’ve seen passes away and all that we’ve hoped for stands before us as plain as day.  

“Encourage each other with these words.”  On Thanksgiving, families will gather together in for the most 
part similar homes.  In their driveways will be similar cars.  On their tables, will be turkey bought from the 
same Giant and on their television the same football game.  They’ll go out into the backyard and play in a yard.  
Or shoot hoops in the driveway with the same dimensions.  By every metric, they are the same.  But if one has 
hope and the other doesn’t, I don’t care what they’ve got in common.  The one thing that they don’t, the one 
thing you can’t see, makes all the difference in the world.  Hope is the only thing that you’ll hold onto that 
won’t slip through your fingers.  Don’t make it more invisible than it already is!  This Thanksgiving, make it a 
part of your celebration.  As you remember your loved ones, remember what they have in Christ and what you 
will have too one day.  Encourage each other with it.  Encourage yourself with it.  And encourage your friends 
and family with it.  Don’t let them gather together on Thanksgiving without knowing the greatest thing they 
have to be thankful for!  Hope.  Amen.  
 
 


