
		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
		

		
			© 2026 by Michael Whitworth

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

			Published by Start2Finish

			Bend, Oregon 97702

			start2finish.org

		

	
		
		

		
			Contents

			Introduction

			
					The Church Everyone Was Talking About

					Not What You Think

					The Longest Wait

					More and More

					Grief and the Coming King

					How to Be a Church

					When the King Is Revealed

					Don’t Let Anyone Deceive You

					Get to Work

			

		

	
		
		

		
			Introduction

		

		
			Have you ever gotten a message from someone at exactly the moment you needed it most? Maybe you were at camp, homesick and miserable, and a letter showed up from your mom that made you cry in a good way. Maybe you were having the worst day of your life and your phone buzzed with a text from a friend who somehow knew. Maybe you were scared about something, and someone older and wiser sat you down and said, “Let me tell you what I know.”

			There is something about hearing from someone who loves you when you are in the middle of something hard. It does not fix everything. But it changes the way you carry it. You remember you are not alone. You remember somebody out there knows your name and cares what happens to you.

			The two letters we are about to study are exactly that kind of message. They were written by a man named Paul, along with his two friends Silas and Timothy, to a church that was young, scared, under attack, and desperately in need of someone to tell them they were going to be okay.

			The Church That Almost Wasn’t

			Around the year AD 51, Paul and Silas walked into the city of Thessalonica. It was a major port city in northern Greece, the capital of the Roman province of Macedonia, and it sat right on the Via Egnatia, the great highway that connected Rome to the eastern edge of the empire. The city was wealthy, diverse, politically connected, and stuffed with temples to every god you can imagine. Dionysus, Sarapis, Cabirus, Apollo, Roma, and the divine emperor himself all had followings there. Religion was not a private matter. It was woven into your job, your social clubs, your family meals, and your public life. To stop worshiping the city’s gods was to stop being a normal member of society.

			Paul preached in the Jewish synagogue for three weeks. Some Jews believed. A large number of Greeks believed. Several prominent women believed. A church was born.

			Then a mob showed up.

			The Jewish leaders who rejected Paul’s message stirred up a crowd, dragged a believer named Jason before the city officials, and accused the Christians of “defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus” (Acts 17:7). Paul and Silas were smuggled out of the city under cover of darkness. They never got to finish what they started.

			What they left behind was a baby church, only a few weeks old, made up mostly of former idol-worshipers who had just turned their entire lives upside down to follow a God they could not see and a King the world did not recognize. And now the people who ran the missionaries out of town were turning their attention to the believers who stayed behind.

			Paul was terrified for them. He tried to go back. Something stopped him every time. Eventually, he sent Timothy to check on them, and then he sat in the city of Corinth and waited for the report.

			When Timothy came back, the news was better than Paul dared to hope. The church was standing firm. Their faith was growing. Their love for one another was strong. They missed Paul as much as he missed them.

			Paul sat down and wrote them a letter. Then, not long after, he wrote a second one. Those two letters are what you are about to read.

			Why These Letters Matter

			First Thessalonians is most likely the earliest letter Paul ever wrote that survived. That means it may be the oldest document in the entire New Testament, written before the Gospels, before Romans, before anything else we have from Paul’s pen. When you read 1 Thessalonians, you are reading some of the very first written words of Christianity.

			But these letters are not just historically important. They are personally important. Paul wrote them because real people were facing real problems: persecution from their neighbors, confusion about what happens to Christians who die before Jesus returns, anxiety about when the “day of the Lord” would come, and some members of the church who had stopped working and were living off everyone else’s generosity.

			What makes these letters stand out is how much emotion runs through them. Paul is not writing a theological textbook. He is writing to people he loves, people he calls his “glory and joy” (1 Thessalonians 2:20). You can feel the anxiety when he talks about the separation. You can feel the relief when Timothy’s report arrives. You can feel the urgency when he confronts false teaching. These letters are warm, direct, personal, and surprisingly tender for a man who spent most of his life getting beaten up for preaching.

			Paul’s answers to these problems shaped Christian thinking for the next two thousand years. The passage about the dead in Christ rising first (1 Thessalonians 4:13–18) is read at funerals to this day. The command to “rejoice always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thessalonians 5:16–18) has been memorized by millions. The description of Jesus destroying the man of lawlessness “with the breath of his mouth” (2 Thessalonians 2:8) has fueled hope in every generation that has faced evil and wondered if God was paying attention.

			

			What You’re About to Read

			The nine chapters of this book walk through both letters from beginning to end.

			Chapters 1–6 cover 1 Thessalonians. You will watch Paul thank God for a church whose faith became famous across Greece. You will hear him defend the integrity of his ministry against people who called him a fraud. You will feel the anguish of his separation from the Thessalonians and the explosive relief when Timothy brings good news. You will read his instructions for holy living in a culture that did not share their values. You will encounter one of the most important passages in the Bible about death, grief, and the return of Jesus. And you will hear a rapid-fire list of instructions for how to be a church: respect your leaders, warn the idle, encourage the fainthearted, rejoice always, pray without ceasing, test everything.

			Chapters 7–9 cover 2 Thessalonians. The tone gets sharper. False teaching has crept in, and some Christians are panicking because someone told them the day of the Lord has already come. Paul steadies them with the hardest passage in either letter: a mysterious description of a figure called “the man of lawlessness” who must appear before the end. He closes by confronting the members of the church who refuse to work, giving the community clear instructions for how to handle the problem with firmness and love.

			Through it all, three words keep showing up: faith, love, and hope. They are the first things Paul praises about this church (1 Thessalonians 1:3), and they are the thread that holds everything together. Faith that produces action. Love that fuels sacrifice. Hope that endures under pressure. These three qualities are not extras for advanced Christians. They are the basic equipment for following Jesus in a world that does not make it easy.

			Before You Begin

			A couple of things to keep in mind. These letters deal with some heavy topics. Persecution. Death. Divine judgment. A mysterious figure of evil. The return of Jesus and the destruction of everything that opposes him. Paul does not soften these subjects, and neither will this book. But every hard truth in these letters exists to serve a shepherding purpose. Paul is not trying to scare the Thessalonians. He is trying to steady them.

			You will also notice that these are not solo letters. Paul, Silas, and Timothy are listed as co-senders, and throughout both letters the word “we” appears far more often than “I.” This was a team effort, written by three men who had planted this church together, suffered together, and prayed together. When you read “we thank God for you,” that is not one man being polite. That is three men who genuinely cannot stop thanking God for a church they almost lost.

			You will also notice that Paul mentions the return of Jesus in every single chapter of 1 Thessalonians. That is not an accident. For Paul, the future return of Christ was not a topic for speculation or an escape plan. It was the reality that shaped everything: how you grieve, how you work, how you treat people, how you handle suffering, and how you get out of bed in the morning. The Thessalonians lived with one eye on the present and one eye on the day when Jesus would set everything right. Paul wants you to live the same way.

			So here we are. Two letters. One church. A Christ who is coming back. And a Christ who, until he does, refuses to leave his people without a word.

			Turn the page.
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			The Church Everyone Was Talking About

		

		
			Phiona Mutesi grew up in a slum called Katwe on the edge of Kampala, Uganda. She couldn’t read. Her father had died when she was small, and her mother was trying to feed four children alone. Phiona sold roasted corn on the side of the road to help, and most days she was hungry. She had never heard of chess.

			Then one day she followed her little brother to a church program where a young coach named Robert Katende was teaching kids a strange game. Small carved pieces moved across a checkered board. The kids who played got a bowl of porridge. Phiona wanted the porridge. It turned out she also wanted to understand the game.

			She stayed. She watched. She asked Coach Katende to teach her. She lost. She came back. She lost again. And again.

			While she was still a young teenager, Phiona Mutesi became Uganda’s junior chess champion. A few years later, she was boarding a plane for Siberia to represent her country at the Chess Olympiad. A book was written about her life. A Disney movie was made. And by the time Phiona walked into tournaments in Russia or the United States or Norway, people she had never met already knew her name. The news had gotten there first.

			Something like that happened to a brand-new church in a city called Thessalonica. These people had only been Christians for a few months. Most of them had never traveled far from home. But by the time the apostle Paul sat down to write them a letter, believers hundreds of miles away were already talking about them. Paul tells them so, right in the opening chapter: “Your faith in God has become known everywhere.” (1 Thess. 1:8)

			This is the chapter about how that happened.

			Three Friends, One Letter

			You may have grown up thinking of Paul as the lone apostle, riding across the Roman Empire by himself, dictating letters from dark prison cells. He wasn’t alone. He almost never was. Paul worked with teams, and 1 Thessalonians is one of the clearest examples.

			The letter opens like this: “Paul, Silas and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace and peace to you” (1:1). Three names at the top. Not just Paul’s.

			Silas (also called Silvanus) was a preacher from the Jerusalem church, once chosen by the apostles to carry an important letter to believers in Syria. He had traveled with Paul through places like Philippi, where the two of them were beaten and jailed together before being freed in a miraculous midnight earthquake. Timothy was younger. Paul had picked him up earlier on his second missionary journey and had come to love him like a son. Timothy’s mother and grandmother had raised him on the Scriptures, and he was quiet, dependable, and brave when he needed to be.

			Three men. One team. Paul leads, but throughout the letter he says
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