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Can You Change the World? 
Acts 1:8, 28:30-31 

James C. Denison, Ph.D. 
  

I am holding my father's slide rule.  When I asked three members of our staff who are 

under the age of 30 if they knew what it was, they had no idea.  I was born in 1958.  That 

year, a stamp cost three cents.  Elvis Presley was inducted into the army.  (Many of you 

are asking who that is.)  The first transatlantic jet passenger service began.  NASA 

announced that it would put a man in space within two years.  I am getting old. 

 

I did my master's degree on a manual typewriter; next year, desktop computers will be 

obsolete.  My parents gave me my first dictionary when I was in the fifth grade; the word 

"computer" does not appear.  How the world has changed in my lifetime. 

 

But are these changes all for the good?  There was no Internet pornography when I was a 

teenager.  Today, the largest group of Internet porn viewers is children between the ages 

of 12 and 17.  A child's first exposure, on average, is at age 11.  It's no wonder that 47% 

of American families say pornography is a problem in their homes.  Pornography makes 

more money than the NFL, the NBA, and Major League Baseball, combined. 

  

Only 63% of American children grow up with both biological parents, the lowest figure 

in the Western world.  More than 60% of first marriages are now preceded by living 

together, even though those who live with their partner before marriage are more likely to 

divorce than those who do not. 

 

Does our culture need moral and spiritual revival?  Can your life make a difference? 

 

Who can change the culture? 
When the Book of Acts opens, the Roman Empire numbered 45 million, out of a global 

population of 300 million.  There were 120 or so Christians gathered in Jerusalem (Acts 

1:15).  And Jesus told them to "make disciples of all nations" (Matthew 28:19).  "All 

nations," literally "all peoples on earth."  By analogy, there are 313 million people living 

in America today.  Imagine 120 of us charged with winning them all to the Lord. 

  

But the will of God never leads where the grace of God cannot sustain.  How did these 

small band of believers spark the greatest spiritual movement the world has ever seen?  

Jesus' last words before his ascension were and are our strategy.  They are familiar to 
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you, I know.  But let's take a moment to revisit them, so we can apply them to our lives 

and culture today. 

 

Jesus begins with the people who will change their culture with the gospel: "You will 

receive power . . ."  "You" is collective in the Greek.  He did not point to Peter or James 

or John, but to them all.  Each of them—all of them.  Every believer has been gifted and 

empowered to change his or her culture with God's love.  There are no exceptions. 

  

How did this strategy change?  In A.D. 250, Cyprian of Carthage coined the word 

"clergy," meaning "called-out ones," and separated them from the "laity," Greek for 

"people."  The Church determined that the clergy would do the ministry while the laity 

watched and supported them.  Imagine a basketball team where only Mark Cuban 

touched the ball, or a baseball game where only Ron Washington could bat. 

  

From then to now, most churches see their "clergy" as their "ministers."  Nothing could 

be more unbiblical.  What is your ministry?  Are you committed to it? 

 

How are God's people to accomplish his purpose?  "You will receive power when the 

Holy Spirit comes on you."  Human words cannot change human hearts.  You and I 

cannot convict a single person of a single sin or save a single soul.  Only the Holy Spirit 

can do eternal work with and through us. 

  

Tragically, self-reliance is the mantra of our day.  Get up earlier, stay up later, work 

longer, try harder, and you can do it.  Much preaching today is self-help psychology, 

therapy to encourage you as you fight your battles.  But we cannot win them.  We must 

have God's power to accomplish his purposes. 

 

I would put this verse over every church door in the land if I could: "'Not by might nor by 

power, but by my Spirit,' says the Lord Almighty" (Zechariah 4:6).  Paul testified to the 

Corinthians, "My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, 

but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s 

wisdom, but on God’s power" (1 Corinthians. 2:4).  When last did you submit your life to 

the Holy Spirit, asking him to empower and use you? 

 

God's people, by his power, can accomplish his purpose: "You will be my witnesses."  A 

"witness" is a person who tells what he or she knows.  Our lives and words are to tell our 

culture about Jesus. 

  

When we find ourselves in situations where we know we should share Christ, most of us 

become very nervous and stressed.  We feel that we are on trial, and the person to whom 

we are to witness is the prosecutor, looking for reasons to reject us.  Actually, Jesus is on 

trial.  Satan is the prosecutor; the Holy Spirit is the defense attorney; the person to whom 

you're talking is the jury.  You're simply called to the stand, to tell what you know. 
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You may be the first witness called to testify, and never hear how the jury decided.  You 

may be the last, and get to be present when the jury decides for Jesus.  Either way, the 

outcome of the trial is not your responsibility.  Your job is to be faithful. 

 

Jesus' strategy was simple yet profound: God's people, in God's power, committed to 

God's purpose, following God's priorities: "In Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, 

and to the ends of the earth."  Jerusalem was their location at the time, but it was more—

the central hub of influence in that part of the world.  Judea and Samaria were the 

surrounding regions—Judea a land of Jews, and Samaria populated with people the Jews 

despised as half-breeds.  "The ends of the earth" in Jesus' day meant Rome, the capital of 

their known world. 

 

And that takes us to our other text: "For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own 

rented house and welcomed all who came to see him.  Boldly and without hindrance he 

preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ" (Acts 28:30-31). 

  

Why does the Book of Acts end in such a strange way?  We don't get to learn what 

happened to Paul, or to the larger Christian movement.  But Jesus' strategy has been 

fulfilled—from a fledgling band in Jerusalem, the gospel has spread across the Empire so 

that its "missionary to the Gentiles" is now preaching and teaching about Jesus to all who 

would listen.  When Acts began, no one could imagine a church in Rome.  Today it is the 

center of the largest Christian community on earth. 

  

God's people, by God's power, committed to God's purpose, following God's priorities, 

can change the world. 

 

How does culture change? 
James Davison Hunter is a sociology professor at the University of Virginia.  He recently 

turned down an appointment to Princeton to continue his work with the Institute for 

Advanced Studies in Culture.  I consider him the most profound voice speaking on 

culture in America today.  His recent work, To Change the World, tells us how culture 

changes and how it does not. 

 

Let's begin with ways it does not change in a systemic or permanent way.  Culture does 

not change by winning elections.  I am convinced that God is calling more Christians into 

public service than are answering the call.  However, electing Christians is not enough by 

itself to change the culture.   

 

For instance, during the presidencies of Ronald Reagan and the first George Bush, 

divorce rates escalated.  Gay marriage made significant inroads in American culture 

during the presidency of the second George Bush.  Neither is their fault, of course; but 

these facts prove that our task is not finished when we elect believers to office. 

  

Culture does not change only by evangelism and church attendance.  More than 80% of 

Americans are identified with some faith community, yet our culture is intensely 

secularistic and materialistic.  By contrast, the Jewish community has never comprised 
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more than 3.5% of our population, yet they constitute 36% of all our Nobel Prize 

winners. 

  

Culture does not change by popularity.  While more evangelical books are being sold 

than ever before, they primarily target the faith community and exist out of the cultural 

mainstream.  Few are ever reviewed by the New York Times or Wall Street Journal.  

People have heard of Rick Warren and Joel Osteen, but we cannot claim that our culture 

has been changed by their popularity. 

 

How does a culture change?  According to Dr. Hunter, we manifest faithful presence 

where we are, with those we influence.  Jesus taught us that "the kingdom of heaven is 

like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field.  Though it is the smallest 

of all your seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, 

so that the birds of the air come and perch in its branches" (Matt. 13:31-32). 

  

He told us, "You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be 

made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled 

by men.  You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden.  Neither do 

people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.  Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives 

light to everyone in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they 

may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven" (Matt. 5:13-16). 

 

Achieve your highest influence, and live there faithfully as a "salt and light" Christian.  

Cultures can reject organized strategies, but they have no resistance to believers living 

faithfully for Jesus. 

  

That's the story of Acts—Christians using their influence for the Kingdom.  From 

Jerusalem, the center of influence in first-century Palestine, the movement spreads to 

Antioch of Syria, the cultural center of that region. 

 

From there Paul takes the gospel to Philippi, the leading city of that district of 

Macedonia; to Athens, the intellectual capital of the world; and to Ephesus, Lumen Asiae, 

the "light of Asia," the largest and most influential city on the Asian continent.  And 

finally the "apostle to the Gentiles" brings the Kingdom to Rome herself, where "boldly 

and without hindrance he preached the Kingdom of God and taught about the Lord 

Jesus." 

 

Conclusion 
That's the story of the Kingdom today.  South Korea is one-third to one-half born-again 

Christian; a worship movement is sweeping Australia; a tribal movement is transforming 

sub-Saharan Africa; as many as 100,000 people come to Christ every day in China; a 

spiritual awakening is transforming Cuba.  The one common denominator across this 

fifth great awakening is Christians using their influence for the Kingdom. 

 

Why not here?  Philip Yancey, the best-selling Christian writer, has a theory: God goes 

where he's wanted.  How wanted is he in your life?  Your church?  Your culture?  Are 
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you willing to achieve your highest influence and live there as salt and light, manifesting 

his faithful presence in yours?  To love God with all your heart, all your soul, all your 

mind, all your strength, and then love your neighbor with his love?  No calling is more 

significant, or more urgent. 

 

As a model, I'd like to close today by introducing you to Tillie Burgin.  In my 35 years of 

ministry,  I have never met a more Kingdom-centered, culture-changing Christian in my 

life than her. 

  

Tillie and her family were missionaries in South Korea before the younger son developed 

a very serious medical condition and they had to return to the States.  God called her to 

be a missionary in Arlington, Texas instead.  Twenty-six years ago she founded Mission 

Arlington with one Bible study in one apartment community.   

 

Today Mission Arlington helps a thousand people a day, every day of the year.  More 

than 12,000 people meet in 306 churches across the Metroplex.  More than 2,000 people 

made decisions for Christ last year; more than 411,000 people were helped by their 

various ministries. 

  

The results in the city have been amazing—drugs and crime are down, and God is at 

work.  The city even named her “woman of the year.”  Tillie works every day from 4 

a.m.. until late into the night.  She has an energy, a drive which is staggering.  She 

recently emailed Janet and me at 4:15 in the morning to assure us of her prayers for Ryan.  

Once her son, Jim, my dear friend, asked her why she worked so hard and so sacrificially.  

She looked at him for a moment, a tear came to her eye, and she said, “Jim, I just love 

him so much.” 

  

Paul would have said, “Amen.” 

 


