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Acts 17:1-12 

USE THE WORD TO STRENGTHEN BELIEVERS AND TO BRING OTHERS TO FAITH! 

 

INI 

 Outreach or nurture?  Nurture or outreach?  I have been a pastor for 38 years and I have heard many 

impassioned pleas at pastoral conferences and district conventions.  What is the primary purpose of the Church?  Is it to 

strengthen believers who are already in the Church or is it to bring new people into the Church?  What should be our 

focus?  That will impact everything that a congregation and church body does.  Let’s take our worship service for 

example.  We follow a liturgy that is hundreds of years old.  Parts of the liturgy even go back to the Old Testament times.  

Is it easy for people to follow?  If you are familiar with it, yes.  If you’ve never been in a Lutheran service before, perhaps 

not.  Should we set aside the liturgy for the sake of those who might not like it?  What about the hymns?  We are 

familiar with many of them because we’ve had most of them all our lives.  Others have never heard them before.  

Should we have music that is perhaps a little more lively? 

  This coming week is Call Day for both pastors and teachers at our worker training schools.  It is very fair to say 

that we have a pastor and teacher shortage.  Right now there are 125 pastoral vacancies and there are only 26 

graduates of our seminary available to fill them.  That means that there will still be 100 vacancies after Call Day.  There 

will be plenty of congregations that will be disappointed.  But what about new missions?  There are plenty of places here 

in the United States that are ready for a new Lutheran mission.  They need a pastor to start up the congregation.  And 

then there are plenty of places throughout the world where the door is open to a new mission team to start work in that 

country.  How many graduates should be assigned to the mission field?  It’s not an easy question to answer.  We need to 

pray that the Lord send forth workers into his kingdom.  We need to support this work with our offerings. 

 So what is more important: outreach or nurture?  If you want a definitive answer from me, here it is.  It is not a 

matter of either/or, but rather a matter of both/and.  You can’t neglect one for the sake of the other.  You have to be 

mission minded.  You have to send missionaries out into the world because our Lord commands us to do so.  At the 

same time, we must have people who are solidly grounded in the Scriptures, knowing what the Bible tells us about 

everything.  Our Lord Jesus gave his Church the Great Commission in Mathew 28: “All authority in heaven and on earth 

has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 

the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.  And surely I am with 

you always, to the very end of the age.” 

 There you have it.  We are to go everywhere, teaching people everything.  That should keep us busy until our 

Lord returns.  But we have his promise that he is always going to be with us up to the point where he returns to judge 

the living and the dead.  Our goal therefore is to USE THE WORD TO STRENGTHEN BELIEVERS AND BRING OTHERS TO 

FAITH! 

 Before our Lord ascended into heaven he told his disciples, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes 

on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  That was 

the plan that the apostles would follow.  They would begin in Jerusalem.  That was the center of worship.  That was 

where our Lord Jesus died on the cross and that is where he rose from the dead.  The people would be familiar with 

worship.  They understood the purpose of the Temple and priests and sacrifices or at least they should have.  The 

apostles would be able to talk to the people who were familiar with those rituals to show them that Jesus was the 

perfect High Priest who was also the Lamb of God who would be sacrificed for the sin of the world. 



 They would then spread out into Judea, the surrounding region where people were once again familiar with the 

Old Testament and the prophecies of the Messiah.  They would then proceed into Samaria where the people knew some 

of these things and then finally to the ends of the earth where the people were not familiar with any of these things at 

all. 

 That is the plan that St. Paul would follow.  He would go first of all to the city of Thessalonica, a very large and 

important city in Macedonia.  It was a city of about 200,000 residents.  It was a seaport and trade center.  Many people 

would come and go every day.  Paul would always look for the Jewish synagogue and it was there that he would begin 

his mission work. 

 Paul was there for three Sabbaths.  He explained the Scriptures to the people.  Remember that Paul was not 

there to preach flowery oratory.  He was there to preach Christ crucified.  His motto was “I resolved to know nothing 

among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.”  He would use the Old Testament to show that Jesus had to suffer, die 

and then rise from the dead.  The things that happened to Jesus were not coincidence.  Jesus didn’t find himself in the 

wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people.  This was all something that God had planned to bring about our 

salvation.  Jesus would have to put himself under the very same Law that condemned us and keep a perfect life of love 

in our place.  He would then have to suffer and die for our sins.  Because he is God his perfect obedience and atoning 

death could count for all people; past, present, and future.  He would then have to defeat the power of death by rising 

from the dead. 

 The Word had its effect.  Some of the Jews were persuaded along with a large number of God-fearing Greeks 

and a number of prominent women.  You had a little bit of everything.  The Gospel reaches out to all kinds of people.  

You had people familiar with the Scriptures and people who weren’t but wanted to know more.  You also had a number 

of female business people who were wealthy.  God’s Word did not return to him empty, but it accomplished his purpose 

in the saving of souls. 

 But now something else that Jesus had prophesied would also come true.  There would be opposition, very 

fierce opposition.  “A student is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master.”  Just as our Lord was hated for 

his gracious words of life, so the apostles would be hated for preaching the very same words of life.  The Jewish leaders 

had a misguided understanding of the Old Testament and they had a misguided zeal for the honor of God. 

 They rounded up a number of bad characters from the marketplace and started a riot, hoping to blame it on 

Paul and Silas.  They didn’t find Paul and Silas so they went to the home of a believer named Jason.  They made all kinds 

of charges using lies and half-truths.  They charged the Christians with treason and sedition against the Roman 

government.  It didn’t matter if these charges weren’t true.  They sounded very serious and they were. 

 Yes, Christians will be physically persecuted.  There are times when we will have to make the bold confession 

and make sacrifices for the one who sacrificed for us.  We trust our Lord’s promise: “Blessed are those who are 

persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are you when people insult you, 

persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.  Rejoice and be glad, because great is your 

reward in heaven.” 

 The believers in Thessalonica were deeply concerned about the safety of Paul and Silas.  Under cover of the 

night they helped Paul and Silas to escape so that they could continue their mission work in another place.  That would 

take them to the city of Berea, some 50 miles southwest of Thessalonica.  Once again they would begin their work in the 

Jewish synagogue. 

 St. Luke writes: “Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the 

message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.”    The noble 



character of the Bereans came from the heart and a dedication to God’s Word.  They wanted to hear the preaching of 

God’s Word. 

 But it was more than that.  They didn’t merely take Paul’s word for it.  What Paul was saying was indeed 

interesting, but was it true?  They would go back and check out the prophecies.  Is this really what David or Isaiah or 

Jeremiah said?  St. John said in his first letter: “Test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false 

prophets have gone out into the world.”  The Scriptures have many warnings against false prophets both in the Old 

Testament as well as in the New Testament.  Anyone can say anything.  But is it true?  Does it meet up with what the 

Scriptures actually say?  The Bereans were going to study the Scriptures. 

 That is what our Lord Jesus encouraged his disciples to do.  Why?  Because they testify about him!  Jesus is the 

fulfillment of the Scriptures.  The Jews had the Scriptures yet did not understand that Jesus was the key that unlocked 

them.  Paul knew that firsthand.  He was a Pharisee.  He could argue every minute point of the Law of Moses, yet he 

failed to see Jesus as the Messiah.  It wasn’t until the risen Lord appeared to him on the road to Damascus that he now 

understood.  Paul would not begin preaching immediately.   He would have to take the time to relearn the Old 

Testament, this time seeing Jesus as the key. 

 Once again there were a number of converts, both Jews and Greeks.  The Gospel does have its effect.  Some will 

believe; others won’t.  It always works that way.  We may hope that everyone who hears the Gospel will believe and 

come to faith.  We may pray that it is so.  But we do have free will.  People can reject the Gospel and those who reject it 

may try to silence its voice.  The enemies of the Gospel would come to Berea as well, stirring up the crowds.  Paul would 

leave for Athens, while Silas and Timothy would stay behind at Berea. 

 So you had both outreach and nurture.  Paul would continue to preach to the unconverted, while Silas and 

Timothy would continue to teach the new believers.  That is the way it must be.  Some must continue to preach and 

teach in established congregations, while others must explore new mission fields.  May God provide us with faithful 

pastors, teachers, and missionaries!  May he move us to support their work with our prayers and with our offerings!  

AMEN. 


