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I Have Decided: Spontaneous Baptisms

It's interesting how some of the best and biggest opportunities in your life will come at a time and in a way you didn't expect. You ever notice that? And a lot of times, the biggest and best things in your life will come through simple steps, just very, very simple steps. 

Like in the Bible, when David killed Goliath, the only reason he was ever there that day was because his dad sent him to run an errand, and it was just by obeying his father that he ended up there to kill Goliath. He went on to become the greatest king Israel would ever know. He was the hero of the nation when he went to bed that night, but he didn't know that when he woke up that morning. It was unexpected and it was a simple thing. 

Moses, who delivered Israel from Egyptian slavery… The whole thing started when he was tending sheep for his father-in-law, working in his father-in-law's sheep shop. A bush caught on fire, he turned aside to look, God spoke to him, called him, and he obeyed. He took a step. He went on to become a deliverer and a leader of millions.

One of my favorites is in the New Testament, how Peter and his boys were fishing and caught nothing all night. Jesus showed up, told them to do it a different way, and when they did, they had such a large catch they couldn't even haul in the nets. Then Jesus said, "I want you to leave your nets and follow Me." And they did. When they got up to go fishing that day, they had no idea they were about to be drafted into the service of the Lord and would end up writing parts of the Bible. Unexpected. Very simple.

Some of the greatest moments and experiences and seasons of your life will come when you least expect it, through a simple step. Holly can tell you this about the day I asked her to marry me. The greatest thing that ever happened to her in her life, and she had no idea it was coming. That's why they call it "popping the question," because you have to pop it. You know, sneak up behind her and Pow! There's your rock.

It is my great privilege today to be able, after months of planning and a whole lot of prayer, to offer thousands of you at our church and even in sites all over the world, one of the greatest opportunities I think you'll ever have in your life. It may be something you're not expecting at all. We've been planning on doing baptisms at the church this weekend for a long time, but what you may not have known is that you're going to be the one getting baptized. 

I can feel the confusion in the air. You're saying to me, But I didn't sign up for baptism. Do you mean you're going to give me a chance to sign up for baptism today? No not to sign up for baptism today; to be baptized today. I'm going to give every single person in this church today, who has never been biblically baptized as a public profession of your faith in Jesus Christ, the opportunity to be baptized today. Not in a month, not after you've gone through training for three years, I'm talking about you came dry, you're leaving wet, dripping wet, baptized in Jesus' name today.

I want to get right down to business, so turn in your Bible to Mark, chapter 8, verses 31-38. Don't even bother trying to sneak out. I told the ushers to lock the door. You're in here now. This passage of Scripture I'm going to read is a perfect Scripture for our theme, follow, this series called Follow that we're beginning today. Jesus has been doing some great things in His ministry, and a lot of people are following Him. He's feeding thousands of people, He's healing blind people, teaching some great stuff, and He has a lot of followers.


Then in Mark 8:31, He shifts the focus of His teaching and starts talking about what He really came to do and what it really means to follow Him. He lays down the gauntlet, and that's what I want you to see today. I just know so many of you are about to have God do something so special in your life. We are doing this all weekend. We've already done it, and the results have just been phenomenal, so you could not have picked a better day to come to church. God has something He wants to do in each of our lives.


I'm going to read this passage for foundation. Mark, chapter 8, verse 31 says, "He then…" (after all these great things He had done) "…began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and teachers of the law, and that He must be killed and after three days rise again." 

That's not what they wanted to hear. They wanted to hear that He was going to kick out the Romans who had been oppressing them, and lead in a great military conquest. But Jesus, for the first time, is letting them know that it's not going to be all about free fish 'n' chips for the multitudes, and it's not all going to be about needs getting met physically; it's going to be about Him giving His life in order that the world might be saved through Him.

So it says in verse 32: "He spoke plainly about this…" There was no doubt about it. "…and Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him." To rebuke someone means to correct them strongly. Peter starts giving Jesus his opinion and his advice. Turn to somebody next to you and tell them, "Bad idea." Any of you ever argued with God about something in your life before? You know, just mentally or through your actions? Anybody ever argued with God? Raise your hand. Any of you ever won that argument? Keep your hand up. That's what I thought.


Verse 33: "But when Jesus turned and looked at His disciples, He rebuked Peter." That's the way it goes. "'Get behind Me, Satan!' He said. 'You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.'" "You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men." God's way; man's way. God's way; man's way. You have to do it God's way, not man's way. 

Verse 34, key verse: "Then He called the crowd to Him along with His disciples and said: 'If anyone would come after Me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for Me and the gospel will save it. What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? If anyone…" (this is strong) "…is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when He comes in His Father's glory with the holy angels.'"

"If anyone would follow Me, deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Me." Over and over again in Scripture Jesus calls people to follow Him. He calls prostitutes and tax collectors, wicked, unclean, irreligious people to follow Him. He calls religious people who thought they had their act together to drop their pose and follow Him. He calls us all to follow Him over and over and over. It's one of the most frequent commands in Scripture. "Follow Me." This is probably the most famous incident of that command, "Follow Me," what Jesus says here in Mark, chapter 8.

It's a powerful image to think about following Jesus. It's profound and it's simple. "Follow Me." That's really what it's all about: following Christ. But I'm afraid that for so many of us who know a lot about the Bible, "follow Me" no longer means to us what it meant when Jesus said it. One of the things I think about when I think about "follow Me," is Twitter. How many of you are on Twitter? Can I see your hands, all of the locations? You're on Twitter. Get your hand up. How many of you are not on Twitter? You're not on Twitter and you think all people who are on Twitter are tweets, you can keep your hand up.

Are there any twits in the house who are proud to be a twit? I'm on Twitter, I'm a twit, and I'm proud of it. I was one of these guys who thought it was stupid. "I don't want to hear if you just ate a sandwich. I don't want to hear if you just took a nap." But then they told me, "You know, Pastor Steven, you could actually encourage people on Twitter. Get on there and give them an inspirational thought to start the day. You could share stuff about your family, and you could follow your staff on Twitter and find out what they're actually doing." I said, "Get me on Twitter!"


So a couple years ago they signed me up for Twitter. What I'm going to do right now is I'm going to put my Twitter account on the screen for you, and I'm doing this to make an illustration, not because I think I'm some rock star celebrity and you need to see my Twitter account. This is the home page of my Twitter account, and I want to show all of you who are not on Twitter because you don't love your pastor enough to follow him and see what he has to say, I want to show you a little bit about Twitter to help you understand a dynamic of this message today.


Okay so there's like my Twitter picture. I change it all the time. That one is kind of random. It's a pepper I carved the Elevation logo into for fun. There's the stuff I'm tweeting. When we started this baptism thing, I started tweeting all about the baptisms, and I started re-tweeting all the people who got baptized and were talking about it on Twitter. That's one of the things we're doing this weekend. People who are getting baptized are tweeting about it and putting it on their Facebook wall and stuff. It's awesome. So that's what you can see right there.

I have tweeted since I joined Twitter, you can see right here, 3,296 times. So if you follow me, beware. I tweet like I preach…a lot! If I think it, I say it. I tweet it. From the overflow of the heart the fingers tweet. I am following 284 people. That means I get their updates in my stream. If you saw all the tweets that come through my stream, it's just crazy. You just stream, stream, stream, stream, stream. I follow a lot of people in the church. I follow some preachers. I follow some people who I do not endorse; you know what I'm saying. I follow Diddy. Yes I do. I follow Diddy. It feels good to get that out. Just to see what's up. I'm a friend of sinners. In the world not of it.

This is what they say: 54,170 people supposedly follow me on Twitter. Okay, so that's that. Now a few things I want to show you here. Stay with me. I'm going somewhere. If you look at who I follow on Twitter, just different people who I follow on Twitter, who I signed up to follow… I follow Bill Gates on Twitter, you know just to try to see how someone like that thinks. For instance, here's what Billy has to say. Big Bill. You know, because I follow him on Twitter. We're close like that. He has 3,168,000 followers so all of a sudden I don't feel so important.


Okay, here's a tweet from Bill Gates: "I've added some more of my favorite books on energy, global health, and education to the site." So there, you click on that and you get Bill Gates' reading list. I'm sure on there he has Sun Stand Still, a book that has probably really impacted him. All right, here's one of our staff members who I follow. This is a guy named Paul Cunningham. He does research. You can see there I'm following him, and I can un-follow him with one click. Remember that, Paul. 

He is a research guy here at the church. He has 273 followers, which is really good for a guy who, you know, sits behind a computer all day. Paul is a total nerd. He has a lot of followers for a nerd. Paul, by the way, just lost 61 pounds in our staff fitness challenge. Crazy. And you can see here, Paul is tweeting. What's he tweeting about? "Thousands of lives taking on a whole new direction." 

Here's the news story that came out, and he's tweeting them, FOX Charlotte, because they ran a story about us. He's thinking about training for a marathon, getting in shape and all that. Here's a funny one: "Skinny jeans and deep Vs down to belly buttons. Must be Elevation worship musician try outs." He wrote that at the office the other day. That's good, Paul. You're a funny guy.


Now let me show you. If I want to follow somebody else, and I'm just going to randomly do this. Let's say I want to follow Justin Bieber on Twitter. There you go. Justin Bieber. Here he is. Justin Bieber on Twitter. All right? I want to follow Justin Bieber. There, now I am following Justin Bieber. It says I might also want to follow Katy Perry. Don't think so. I don't. Justin Bieber. What's he tweeting about? I promise I'm going somewhere with this. Stay with me.


This one looks cool: "Yo! Check out my boys…" Let me read it like Justin: "Yo! Check out my boys clothing line, www.estovar.com. This stuff is dope!" All right, there's Justin Bieber. Okay I'm following Justin Bieber. He has 11,596,474 followers. Just before we go (I'm about to finish this), let me send out a tweet while I'm preaching to you. "Tweeting while preaching again. It's a part of my sermon. Don't you dare judge me. This is awkward. People staring." And Boom! There it goes. My tweet was posted and so 50,000 people just got it.

All right, I just followed Justin Bieber. What does that mean? That means that now he's going to send me updates, and they're going to show up in a stream of hundreds of other updates, and I may look at them occasionally. May not. I'm certainly not going to do anything about them, and he certainly doesn't know I'm following him. At least I don't think he does. He might be sitting somewhere right now going, Yes! Furtick is following me! I've been waiting for this day! But probably not. He probably doesn't care, right? 

I'm following Justin Bieber. I have 50,000 people who claim to be "following" me. But what does it mean that they're following me? They might read what I say; they might not. Here's what I'm afraid of: I'm afraid that a lot of people when they say, "I'm a follower of Jesus," they're following Jesus the same way I'm following Justin Bieber. Which is to say, "Okay, I've clicked the button. Jesus, I'll listen to what You have to say, but I'm going to pick and choose what parts of what You have to say I want to pay attention to. So if it works for me, I'll do it. Or if I feel like it, I'll do it."

But Jesus is not to be clicked on and followed. He's to be worshipped, He's to be obeyed, He's to be revered, He's to be respected, He's to be honored, and He is not one among many; He's the one and only God! To follow Him means no other options, no other gods. "I'm doing what You say, I'm going where You lead, I'm denying myself, taking up my cross, and I'm following You and only You! You're the leader of my life!" That's the burning of my heart here in this part of the nation where I minister. What in the world do we mean by "I'm a Christian. I follow Jesus"?


The first step Jesus calls us to take if we are really following Him, is to be baptized, and baptism is so much more than clicking on a button or doing a ceremony. When the early church would be baptized, a lot of them would be killed because of their faith in Christ. I'm afraid that just like we've emptied a lot of the meaning out of what it means to follow Jesus, for so many of us (and this was certainly true of my life for a long time), we've emptied the meaning of baptism and made it a whole lot less important to us than it is to Jesus. 

I guess you could say, pun intended, we've watered it down. There are a lot of people in this room today who have decided to follow Jesus, but here's the question…How can you claim to be a follower of Christ if you're not willing to take the first step He has called you to take through baptism? 

Baptism is simple, but it's so deep. A lot of the deepest things in our life are simple. Jesus commanded His disciples before He left the earth in Matthew 28:18-20, after He told them that all authority in heaven and earth had been given to Him, "I'm the one you follow." He said, "I want you to make disciples of all the nations, and I want you to baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and teach them to obey everything I've commanded you. I am with you always, even to the very end of the age."


So Jesus says, "After you place your faith in Christ, I want you to let the world know you belong to Me by being baptized." At our church we take a very literal view of baptism. We take people into the water. We take them down into the water because the original word for baptize is baptizo. It means to dunk, dip, or submerge. It was used to talk about a battleship that completely went under. Baptizo. 

So we take people completely under. Why? That represents that Jesus Christ was in the grave for three days. He died for our sins so we're buried with Him. Then we bring them up out of the water, and as the water drips from their head and they celebrate and we cheer, we celebrate that we are raised to new life in Christ and our sins are washed away.

Jesus says, "That might sound like an unimportant thing to your modern mind, but it's important to Me that you do this if you claim to be My follower." What's important to God must be important to us. I know a lot of us have a lot of different traditions about baptism. Or maybe you have no tradition about baptism. 

The fact is, I told Holly I felt like I was a little too hard on everyone the first time I preached this, because a lot of people have just never been taught this, and if they would just know, they would obey. That's where many of you are today. But we have to get past a lot of the ways of men, like Jesus said to Peter, and embrace God's ways, because if I think one thing about a certain subject, and God says another thing, I'm wrong and He's right, because He's the leader; I'm the follower.


So we water down the idea of baptism. Here are a few ways: A lot of times we make it about a denomination or church tradition rather than a biblical command. You know what I'm saying? It's not about joining a church. Some of you are like, I don't know if I want to be baptized here at Elevation. I don't know if I want to be a member yet. Well you know what? We're not sure if we want you yet either, so we're on the same page with that. I didn't tell you I wanted you to be baptized into this church today; I said I wanted you to be baptized into Jesus. You're not being joined with a church but being joined with Him. So we mix that up.

Another thing we do, we make it sometimes about our parents' decision rather than our own initiative. I was baptized as a baby in a Methodist church. My grandfather was a Methodist minister, the one I've told you about before who sat by his dying wife's bed in the nursing home and combed her hair as she died of Alzheimer's. He baptized me as a baby, and when I gave my life to Christ for myself at age 16, I started studying the Bible and realized I need to be baptized as an adult because this has to be my decision. I have to own my faith for myself. My faith can't be a family heirloom.

Well I felt somewhat bad about that because I thought it would be insulting to my grandfather, and insulting to my mom like, "Hey, I know you got me sprinkled as a baby, but that didn't count. I have to do it a better way." Then I realized that it was the ultimate fulfillment of what my parents intended for me as a child to make a decision to be baptized as a believer, as an adult. In other words, when my parents took me up in front of the church and said, "We're baptizing this baby," they were dedicating me to the Lord, and their hope was that one day I would follow Jesus for myself. 

So now as I'm an adult, and I decide I'm going to be baptized, I'm going to own this as many hundreds of you today say, "I'm going to be baptized," it's not some sort of insult to the fact that you may have been dedicated as a child. In fact, it is the ultimate full-circle fulfillment that maybe you had somebody who was praying for you, and now you're saying, "This is my faith. I'm owning this." We call it "believer's baptism," because 27 times in the book of Acts someone was baptized, and every single time first they believed, then they were baptized.


I'm so concerned today that some of you will hear me saying that baptism is the way you get to heaven. You need to understand that Ephesians 2:8 says that we're saved by grace, through faith. There was a thief on the cross who worshipped Jesus and put his faith in Jesus in his dying moment. He didn't have time to get down, change clothes, and be baptized, but Jesus said to him, "You'll be with me in paradise." 

Why? We're saved by grace through faith. No work can save you, not giving, not serving, not being baptized. Baptism isn't about salvation; it's about identification, saying, "I belong to You, Jesus. My sins are washed away and I'm going to take this step You told me to take, whether I've been a Christian for two days, or whether I've been a Christian for 22 years, I'm going to follow You like You said to follow You."


We have to do it God's way, not man's way, right? Man makes it optional. "It's a good thing to do. It's a good spiritual experience." But to be a follower of Jesus (hear me) is to fully obey His clear instructions empowered by His grace. A lot of us make the mistake of waiting until we're worthy to be baptized. Well I'd like to be baptized but I want to get my life together first because I have this thing, I have this issue. If you could wash yourself, you wouldn't need Jesus to cleanse you, and that's what the waters of baptism are all about, saying, "I trust in You, Lord. I want You to change my life. Here's my declaration."

Jesus said to Peter… When you try to do it your way: "Hey Jesus, you don't really have to go die on the cross. You don't really have to do it that way, and I think I have a better way." When you think you have a better way than God, Jesus says to you what He says to Peter, "Get behind Me! That's the Devil talking to you." Peter wasn't Satan; he was being influenced by Satan. Jesus said, "Get behind Me. You follow Me; I don't follow you. Get behind Me." So we have to do it God's way. Everybody say, "God's way." God's way.


So what's to stop you from getting baptized today? Because I'm actually cutting my sermon short so you can have more time to get baptized, and that is an Old Testament miracle. Pray for me. I hope that those of you who have already been baptized and you know this already, aren't sitting there bored. I hope you're praying for somebody who is here who needs to get baptized today, that they could have that courage to do it. I hope you're praying with me. I hope you're praying with me.

I want to ask real pointedly, okay? Man, I wish I knew each one of you and could get right up in your face and grab you by your shirt. What's to stop you from being baptized today? Well don't I need to like go through training or something? In Acts 2:41 on the day of Pentecost, 3,000 people accepted the message, and it says in that verse that they were baptized after they accepted the message, and about 3,000 were added to their number that day. That day! You think this is some weird new thing that we're baptizing on the spot? No, no, no! We got it from like the first church service they ever had. That's what they did. "All right, you want to accept the message? Be baptized!"


There's an Ethiopian treasury official in Acts, chapter 8, verse 36, and he didn't know about baptism. He had it explained to him just like some of you are getting it explained to you for the first time. He was an important man, and he said to Philip who explained to him, it says in verse 36, Acts, chapter 8, "As they traveled along the road (check this out), they came to some water and the eunuch said, 'Look, here is water.'" And when you walk out today you're going to see water. 

"'Why shouldn't I be baptized?'" Great question! "So he gave orders to stop the chariot." Screech! Stop it. Cancel lunch. You know? Take some time. "Then Philip and the eunuch went down to the water and Philip baptized him." So what's to stop you? Here's water, here are hundreds of volunteers at all of our campuses, here's a celebration waiting for you and your family, here's a church that wants to support you, what's to stop you? 

Well I want to pray about it. Are you going to pray about whether to murder somebody on your way home? No! It's a clear instruction. You don't pray about things God has clearly told you; you obey them. I just want to take some time. I think I know a better way. Okay Peter, let me talk to you for a minute, Peter, because Peter argued with Jesus too. I want to talk to all of you who are arguing with Jesus, because I know you have all these excuses, and some of them are practical.


So I asked one of our volunteers, his name is Dominic, to come out and help me real quick. I want to show you some stuff, okay? You all give Dominic a hand as he comes. Come on out, Dominic. So I know there are so many of you today who have little objections you know. You might agree with me in theory, but it's like you're kind of arguing with Jesus in your mind. And that's a double. It's like Well see, the thing is, I can totally hear you, but like I didn't come dressed for that today. I cannot get baptized in this. It would not be good. It is see-through.
Okay, we have for you a dark-colored tee shirt, dark-colored shorts, and flip-flops. We have blue flip-flops and pink flip-flops. You shouldn't wear those pink flip-flops, dude. It's not a good look for you. Okay well, well, I mean like where am I going to change into them? We have a private place for you to change. It will be very quick and efficient. So you're good. Or get in in your clothes like people did a couple months ago. I don't care what you do; just get baptized.

But see then, when I get done, I won't have any dry undergarments, you know, my unmentionables. We have men's boxer shorts. And I had them put this in a bag for me and I feel uncomfortable, women's sports bras and underwear. Let's just put that right over there. I'm not throwing those into the crowd. This is not a John Mayer concert. I'm not throwing underwear around. This is a church service. As well as towels, you know, you have to have towels. People dry off. 


But see, like my hair gets totally frizzy when it's humid outside. You don't understand. Like my hair, oh my gosh! But Jesus… So we have for you hair mousse, hairspray… What is this? There's hair gel. Ponytail holders, hair dryers. Awesome! I can't make you do this, but John the Baptist said his job was to prepare the way for the Lord, and I just want you to know our church is trying to prepare the way. 

I mean what's your deal? Hairbrushes, combs… Yeah but I'm ashy. We have lotion, Right Guard, more lotion, makeup removal things, and one item I always mention that always feels very awkward, but just to let you know we've thought of everything, we also have feminine hygiene products. What's stopping you from being baptized? What is to hinder you?

But, but, but, like the water is going to be dirty. Like there's all these people in there. Okay, Jesus was baptized in the Jordan River where animals went to herd. Okay? And plus we have industrial grade pool filters on the baptism tanks to keep them sparkly clear for your little clean self. But see I have all my stuff. Where am I going to put all my stuff? We have security people. They have guns. They'll protect your stuff. We have policemen on duty. You're good.

But like okay, my stuff is one thing, but my kids. I have my kids. We will keep your kids until you get changed. Then you can go get them and then they can come. Or you can leave them till next week and pick them up then. It doesn't matter. Quit making excuses. But like I want my family to see. I want my family to see it. Shouldn't my family see it? 

Well if your family is here with you today, we're going to wait until you're ready to be baptized to baptize you, and they'll get to come out and watch you. If your family isn't here, we have professional photographers on site to take your picture and send it to you in the mail in two weeks so you can have it forever and show it to everybody. By the way, when you die, you won't stand before your family and give an account for your obedience, you'll stand before Jesus. It's better to keep somebody else waiting than to keep God waiting, because the right time to do the right thing is right now.


This guy Dominic, he's not just a random guy. I called him up because he (it's interesting, his story, everybody has a story) was anti-church. Then he had this friend who he noticed a difference in her life coming to Elevation, and wanted to go see what had made such a difference in her life. So she made him come, bribed him to come, and he gave his life to Jesus Christ, and today he has agreed right now on the spot to go out and lead the way and be baptized. 

We're going to follow him with a camera and he's going to lead us. So Dominic, go for it, man! Let's give it up, all our campuses, for Dominic! Come on! We're going to do it right now. He's going first. He's going first. Here we go. There he goes. There's the tunnel. There are the people. Decided to follow Jesus. Can you guys hear me out there? Let's baptize this fellow in Jesus' name. Go ahead, Nick! 

(At this point, Dominic was baptized while the audience watched via a live camera feed)

There it is! There it is! That's what it is! You're next! You never been biblically baptized? You're next. Be seated. I have one more thing I need to say. I know you're ready right now. You're like, Come on! Come on! Come on! Come on! One more thing: I know this feels kind of high pressure, but I believe Jesus was high pressure. It doesn't get much more high pressure than "Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Me." I just don't apologize for commanding you to do what Jesus has clearly commanded, and just to help us make sure we do this with integrity, I want to walk through very briefly who needs to come be baptized today.

You say, I hear you. I'm willing. I want to follow Christ. I want to obey Him. I feel the Lord moving in my heart. I want to do it. And hundreds are going to move, okay? It's going to be powerful. At all of our campuses, people are going to move and be baptized. Entire families are going to be baptized. And you know what? I told them to bring a man up here to lead the way to be baptized because I want to see some men in the church lead their families and say, "Real men get baptized. Real men aren't ashamed of Christ."


So Peter came to a point when he was out on the water one day and he thought it was Jesus, he said, "Jesus, if it's You, tell me to come." And Jesus said, "Come," and he came. He fell but he came. How do you know if God is calling you to come be baptized today? Okay, a few things: First, we're not baptizing our children today. It's middle school and higher. If you're a student, I want you to honor your parents. The church exists to help you as a family, not to fight against you. So I would ask you to honor your parents, whatever that might mean, and their wishes. 

But parents, I would encourage you to honor God's work in your students and encourage them to do what God is calling them to do. We're not baptizing anyone under middle school age today. We do that separately because we want to really take time with our children to make sure they have a meaningful and true experience. So we baptized a slew of them back in July at the 4th of July friends and family thing, and it was great.

You don't need to be baptized today if you've already been baptized as a believer in another church. You don't need to be like, Well I guess I need to get baptized at Elevation now that I'm here. No it doesn't work like that. Baptism is about Jesus not about Elevation, not about your mama's church, not about any church, so you don't need to be baptized if you've been baptized in another church, and it was your decision, and you were a follower of Christ, and you meant it, and it was your deal.

You don't need to be baptized if you've been baptized as a believer and you've kind of drifted from the Lord this week. You're like, I guess it couldn't hurt. You know get in there and just you know wash it off. I did say a cuss word on the way to church this morning. I'll just go and get in there. Listen, I know I'm having some fun, but don't you dare get up and be baptized if this is just some sort of game or cool spiritual thing for you to do today. 

This is the thing Jesus died for, so don't you dare disgrace the Lord's death and devalue it by just getting up and doing it because your friends did it, or getting up and doing it because wouldn't it be cool, and you don't really intend to follow Christ. Don't you dare do that. This is for the people who say, "I'm not perfect and I can never be perfect, but I want to follow Christ in this way today."


That would be those of you who have never made the decision to follow Christ. Maybe this will be your first time decision. Well don't I need to like raise my hand and fill out a card or walk down an aisle or something, and then get baptized? No, no. All that stuff is only 150 years old. That's a modern thing. This dates back to the time of Jesus Christ Himself. So baptism is the best way to say, "Okay, I never really nailed it down before. Today I'm going to nail it down." You can do that today. It won't save you, but it will be a way for you to profess faith in Christ.

If you've made that decision recently… We have hundreds of kids who gave their lives to Christ at Student Camp. Maybe you gave your life to Jesus at Easter or maybe in the last few weeks. We have dozens of people giving their lives to Jesus every week in this church. Thousands this year have given their lives to Christ in our church, so if you recently made that decision and haven't been baptized, or you're like me, you were baptized as a child or at a time in your life where it wasn't your decision, it was somebody else's, today make it your decision.


The hymn says, "I have decided to follow Jesus, no turning back. The world behind me, the cross before me; though none go with me, I still will follow. No turning back." No excuses. Are you in or not? You need to decide today. Some of you are sitting on the fence. Are you with Jesus or not? Are you ashamed of Him? Do you want to just follow Him when He's giving out free food and neat stuff? Or are you going to say, "I'm with You, Jesus. From this day forward I'm with You. I'm not ashamed of You. I'm going to stand with You. I belong to You." 

It's your day to make that decision, and as you do, we have something pretty powerful for you. There are thousands of people who have already made this decision to go public through baptism at our church over the years, and I wanted to share with you as you get ready to make that move in just a moment at all of our campuses, a few of their stories of people who have decided to follow Jesus.


Lord, may the decision be made, may the die be cast, may the line be drawn right now, that people are putting their full faith in You, and I pray that hundreds would respond in just moments, and the floodgates would open, and today would be a new beginning. In Jesus' name, amen.

[Video]

The following text comes from a video that was shown at this point in the sermon, in which four people who had been baptized at Elevation Church told their stories. Pastor Steven came back in at the end of the video to give the invitation to be baptized.

Cara Craver: I was far from God. I feel like I knew who He was and I knew what He had done for me, but I was not living the life of a believer. I came to find Elevation online before I moved to Charlotte. I went to the Providence campus with some friends and knew… There was no question in my mind that that was the place for me. 

In August of 2008 during the Awakening series, my mother and my father were in town that weekend visiting, Pastor Steven you know gave the invitation that if anybody felt moved to come forward and be baptized, and I really can just remember taking my mom's hand and looking at her and saying, "I'm doing this." She just came right along with me. We walked hand in hand to get changed, and then walk through this huge line of people. I can remember coming out of the water and just feeling empowered.

Anthony Sereno: I was not the spiritual leader of the family. I had 40 years of making excuses why I would not grow spiritually. You could think of the excuse and I would have it, and I wouldn't grow in my faith. I got separated in 2010, wanted to make a change, knew I needed to make a change, knew God was telling me to make a change, and that's why I came here. The first day I came here I made a commitment to get plugged in. I made a commitment to make a difference, to change who I was, and this church made it very easy for me to do that.


One of the bigger differences is when I joined an eGroup, and that helped me be accountable. There was an April baptism here in Matthews and I said to myself, I need to get baptized. I need to do this. I remember John said to me, "Tony, you're going to come up a new man." And sure enough, when I was baptized, I came out of the water and I felt a huge sense of relief, a huge calmness. I wanted to celebrate that, and when I got out of the tank, I did celebrate that. I screamed at the top of my lungs and it was just a very emotional moment.

Kinte Clark: I had been coming to Elevation at the time about three or four months and I was looking for something. I didn't really know what it was. While I was sitting at Matthews and I saw people standing up to the left and to the right of me, people coming from different campuses, lines getting longer, and longer, and I guess I knew. Literally my body could not stop shaking and moving, telling me to get up and go. When I arose from the water, there was a stillness. Nothing moved. There was no sound, but there was a feeling. I could feel God with me.

Pete Tramacera: Pastor Steven that day was preaching on "Don't put Jesus first," and I was like, What is this guy talking about? But then it ended up getting further and further into it and I was like, This is great! In April I decided I wanted to make that life change and that decision to get baptized in front of the world. That decision meant a lot. It was just reiterating my faith and just telling everybody I love Jesus. All the guys from my small group, my brother, my family ended up coming. It was like an entourage of my friends just being there to support me. 

I can remember it to this day right now, it was just such a monumental day for me. John said, "So are you ready for this, big guy?" And I was like, "Yep," and he ended up dunking me. When I came back up, oh my goodness, I felt like a rock star. I was just like, "Yes!" And I was like so excited, and I just looked over to see all my friends, all the small group, and it was just amazing. That day I realized that Jesus, no matter what I do, is never going to leave me.

[End of video]

At all of our locations, our stages are full of people who have decided to follow Jesus through baptism. So at every campus, stand to your feet as we declare that our lives are Christ's! We surrender everything to Him and answer His call in our life. Just sing this out, church!

This is it. This is your opportunity. You know God is calling you, and if you feel that in your heart, let me assure you, that is the Holy Spirit of God calling you. It's not emotional manipulation, it's the presence of God drawing you and calling you. So in just a moment, I'm going to count to three. When I say, "Three," at every campus, I want you to move into the aisles and go to the exit where the ushers are stationed at your campus. Everything is ready for you. God has had this date on His calendar since before you were born, and He brought you here today, and don't you dare miss this opportunity. The Bible says, "Today if you hear His voice, don't harden your heart."

The ushers are getting positioned right now at our Blakeney campus. We have ushers at the landing to my left, your right. You're going to go out that door, down the aisles, and out that door from everywhere in the auditorium. At our Matthews campus the ushers are in the back of the room. Ushers, wave at Matthews. Wave in the back of the room. They're going to guide you out into the lobby, and we have people to take you where you need to go at Matthews.

At Uptown you're going to go out the only exit you have. You're going to go to your left, so my right, down at the front. The ushers are there right now. They better be. Waving, waving for you, and they will guide you. Then at Providence you're going to go out the front again to your left, my right. The ushers should be there right now. 

If you're seated in the middle of an aisle, do not ask someone's permission to move out of your way, you knock them over and climb over top of them, and you get to Jesus and be baptized today. No excuses, no waiting, no apologies. I'm talking whole families, students, men, women. When I say "three," at every campus, you move in obedience to God. 

This is a new beginning! This is a new day! I've decided to follow Jesus! May hundreds come now. Do it, God! One (this is it!), two, three! Move right now! Right now! Right now! Don't let the Devil talk you out of it. Right now! Right now! Get off the fence! Right now, Uptown! Right now, Matthews! Right now, Blakeney! Right now, Providence! Come on, you feel a little hesitation? Let God push you in the deep end today. It's all about Jesus! It's all about His grace!
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