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“Baptism with No Witnesses: The Role of Titles in  
the Contemporary African American Church” 

By 
Frank A. Thomas 

 
 In the amazing movie “Apostle,” Robert Duvall plays the role of a gifted 

Southern preacher name Sonny.1  Despite an evangelical and infectious 

dedication to God, Sonny has marital problems, and his wife ends up having an 

affair.  He confronts the man that she is having an affair with, and in the passion 

of the moment hits him over the head with a baseball bat and kills him.  He runs 

from the law, and hides out far away and far out in the backwoods.  A man 

extends him hospitality in the woods, and alone he goes through an intense time 

of study of Scripture, fasting, prayer, reflection, and meditation. He comes to a 

moment of profound spiritual clarity, and claims a new identity and a new 

mission.  Indicative of his new identity and mission, he goes down to the river, 

wades into the water, and proclaims:  

With great humility I ask permission to be accepted as an Apostle of our Lord 
and Savior Jesus Christ of Nazareth. With gracious permission I wish to be 
baptized as an Apostle of our Lord. I therefore, without witnesses, baptize 
myself in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost. 
 

He baptizes himself with no witnesses and calls himself Apostle. I am always 

struck by the phrase, “I therefore, without witnesses, baptize myself. “ He is 

claiming a call from God to be an Apostle with no witnesses, no ecclesiastical 

backing, no sanctioning authority, and no communal endorsement.  It is enough 

and sufficient that God gives permission and he needs no one else.  He baptizes 

himself with no witnesses, and takes to himself the title, Apostle.  Ultimately, he 

finds the road to redemption, and ends up serving time for his crime. The movie 
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ends with the Apostle in prison bringing people to the saving knowledge of the 

Lord Jesus Christ.  

 It seems to me that with the advent of the Full Gospel Baptist Movement 

under the leadership of Bishop Paul S. Morton, the prominence and success of 

Bishop T.D. Jakes, and the popularity of the doctor of ministry degree for the 

African American church at institutions like United Theological Seminary in 

Dayton, Ohio, we have a contemporary trend of clergy taking titles to themselves.  

Not many are “baptizing themselves with no witnesses,” but there does seem to 

be more Bishops, Apostles, and Doctors than ever. In my estimation, we have 

the contemporary phenomena of a rush to titles.   

Preachers have always taken titles to themselves, much of it affectionate 

banter among preachers. Preachers have always called each other “Doc,” 

“Bishop,” and “Reverend,” all in a playful and respectful manner amongst 

themselves.  Such friendly fare can be heard in any gathering of preachers. But 

in the contemporary moment, titles are not banter amongst preachers alone, but 

tools of marketing, a means of distinguishing one’s ministry from the ministry next 

door. It is not my desire to offend anyone, but rather to explore this trend in a fair 

and balanced way. What is the function of titles? Are titles necessary?  What 

does the Bible say about titles? 

I talked with a friend of mine who claimed a title, and was willing to be very 

honest with me about it. He suggested that titles are now an official part of the 

American church culture.  He argued to me that it is difficult to get recognition, 
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and therefore a platform, without some kind of title. He agreed that, at least in 

part, titles can be a marketing strategy.  

Secondly, he explained to me the theological concept of the “Fivefold 

Ministry Gifts” based in I Corinthians 12:28 and Ephesians 4:11-12: 

And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, 
third teachers, then workers of miracles, also those having gifts of healing, 
those able to help others, those with gifts of administration, and those 
speaking in different kinds of tongues (I Corinthians 12:28 NIV) 
 
It was he [Jesus] who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some 
to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers to prepare God’s 
people for works of service so that the body of Christ may be built up 
(Ephesians 4:11-12 NIV). 

 
The basis of his argument was the fact that we in the contemporary church 

acknowledge the gift, function, and office of the prophet, evangelist, pastors and 

teachers, but we ignore the gift, function, and office of the Apostle. God gave all 

of these gifts, functions, and offices to the church.  He acknowledged that he felt 

a sense of call to the Apostolic office, with evidence of the fruit in his ministry. He 

only publicly acknowledged what God had spoken in his heart. He told me that it 

was not about title and position, but about the Apostolic anointing flowing in “full 

effect” because he had publicly acknowledged and received affirmation of the 

call.  His mentors and colleagues had laid hands on him and blessed him. He 

told me that it was not about status but about service.  

 He then made the comment that there is nothing wrong with seeking 

biblical offices and titles. He quoted 1Timothy 3:1 (NIV), “If anyone sets his heart 

on being a bishop, he desires a noble task” and made the point that if being a 

Bishop was such a terrible thing, why would the Bible say it is a good thing? His 
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point was that the office of Bishop and the title that goes with it is biblical, and it is 

a good thing. 

No one can deny that titles are biblical. Jesus took several titles to himself. 

It would not help the focus of this article to mention all of the titles that are 

ascribed to Jesus in the Bible. I am more interested in the titles that Jesus took to 

himself. Jesus identified himself as “Son of Man” in Mark 2:28, “prophet” in Mark 

6:4, and “Teacher and Lord” in John 13:13.  The taking of titles to oneself is 

important because it reveals a self-understanding of one’s call and ministry. And 

my friend is right, there is something to the public acknowledgement and the 

laying on of hands by the church community that offers legitimization and 

empowerment.  One can legitimately be a Bishop, Apostle, and Doctor.  Jesus 

did take titles unto himself. 

In truth, all of us take some titles to ourselves.  For example, the term 

"Reverend" is a title that many of us take to ourselves after affirmation by the 

community. The term “Reverend” may be modified to reflect ecclesiastical 

standing and rank to encompass the terms Bishop, Archbishops, Apostles and 

may vary across Christian denominations from Anglican, Roman Catholic, 

Episcopal, Lutheran, Baptist, Pentecostals, Methodist Episcopals, etc. The term 

“Reverend” may be styled as "the Reverend" or "the Reverend Father," "the Very 

Reverend," "the Right Reverend," "the Most Reverend," "the Reverend Mister," 

and "the Reverend Father."  No one can dispute that taking titles to ourselves 

has been part of the historical and contemporary Christian tradition.  
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On the other hand, there are the words of Jesus in Matthew 23:1-12 

seemingly against titles. Jesus is criticizing the teachers of the law and the 

Pharisees. Jesus says that they are to be obeyed, but “do not do what they do” 

(23:3 NIV).  In other words, they are right in what they teach, but they do not do 

what they teach themselves. Jesus goes on to say that they tie heavy burdens on 

the shoulders of people that they themselves are not willing to observe or untie. 

Jesus goes further by saying “everything they do is for men to see:”  

They love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the 
synagogues; they love to be greeted in the marketplaces and have men call 
them “Rabbi.” But you are not to be called “Rabbi,” for you have only one 
Master and you are all brothers. And do not call anyone one earth “father,” 
for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. Nor are you to be called 
“Teacher,” for you have one Teacher, the Christ.  The greatest among you 
will be your servant. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled and whoever 
humbles himself will be exalted.   

 
Jesus takes a position against the excessive positioning of oneself to be seen by 

men and women. Jesus says that if you exalt yourself, you will be humbled and if 

you humble yourself you will be exalted. 

 Jesus seems to point out that the need for titles can be a reflection of our low 

self-esteem and need for external validation and public aggrandizement. We can 

take titles to ourselves because we ourselves are somehow not complete and 

need the approval and validation of others to support our sense of self.  Some of 

us need titles to be who we are. We do not like to admit it in the open, but we 

know that the applause and praise of people is a high, and it is a temptation for 

us as clergy to get addicted to it.  We can easily become addicted to the 

applause of people. 
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 In summation, I want to return to Sonny from the movie “Apostle,” where 

I started this article. Sonny baptized himself with no witnesses and took to 

himself the title Apostle.  If you watch the Apostle carefully throughout the movie, 

we discover a mixture of motives. One cannot help but feel some sense of 

legitimate call from God in the Apostle. There was a relationship with God; one 

had the uncanny sense that God was speaking to him, and that he was 

attempting to follow God. Secondly, there was the attempt to market and gain 

advantage in the marketplace by the use of the title Apostle.  The Apostle was 

not above marketing to attract and fill the church. After his baptism, he planted a 

church and did everything he could to bring people to the ministry and the Lord. 

And thirdly, there were self-esteem and the title Apostle functioned as a sense of 

validation that the Apostle was somebody.  The movie is clear that the Apostle 

had several unresolved issues. First, with his mother, and then with women in 

general, as Sonny identifies himself as a “womanizer,” and finally with violence 

as Sonny murders another human being.  In several places in the movie, it is 

evident that the Apostle has unresolved emotional issues that lead to these 

“sinful” behaviors. The movie raises the question if the religious fervor of the 

Apostle is an attempt to cover up and deal with these unresolved emotional 

issues of his home and family life.  

 My argument is that these three motives are in all of us to one extent or 

another. I have become convinced that the motives of our heart are a mixture of 

purity (pleasing God), ambition (pleasing ourselves), and marketing (pleasing 

others).  I believe that there are legitimate Bishops, Apostles, and Doctors, but I 



 7 

also believe that some are marketing and others are covering self-esteem and 

unresolved emotional issues.  If the truth were told, to some extent, we are all the 

Apostle of the movie. We could operate out of one or all three of these motives, 

and who is it that knows with certainty and clarity the motives of their heart.  For 

me, to clarify my motives, I have to return to my call. I have to get my Bible, go to 

the Sanctuary and sit, and open my heart wide for a conversation with the God 

with the God who called me. Maybe the Apostle had it right after all: alone in the 

woods, we are to go through an intense time of study of Scripture, fasting, 

prayer, reflection, and meditation and come to a moment of profound spiritual 

clarity, and claim our identity and mission based upon what God says.  What 

scares me is that God is the true discerner of hearts and motives, and a more 

penetrating and exacting judge than our mentors, colleagues, and people. O 

Lord, have mercy upon us. 

 

                                                 
1
 “The Apostle” (New York: October Films (USA Home Entertainment), 1999). 


