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Abstract 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The differences in the teachings among Christian churches are explained by a combination of theological, historical, and sociological theories or concepts, ranging from disagreements over Scriptural authority to cultural and political factors.  The core of these divisions often involves debates over how to interpret the Bible and whether tradition holds equal weight with Scripture. As a result of these differences, rebaptism has been a subject of on-going debate in Christian theology with most denominations holding that baptism is a one-time sacrament. Therefore, it was deemed necessary to undertake this study to examine the rebaptism debate among Christian Churches in Malawi. The study involved some selected Christian Churches, which provided 32 participants including Pastors, Reverends, Bishops, Church Elders, Deacons, and the Laity. The study was underpinned by the Charismatic Authority theory, and Organisational Institutionalism theory to examine the topic under study. 
The study employed a descriptive research design, guided by social constructivism. The findings reveal that Christian churches do not require rebaptism for individuals who have remained faithful to their first immersion experience, even if they have been inactive for a time. If a person has been baptised by immersion elsewhere and held similar beliefs, they are usually accepted by “Profession of Faith” rather than rebaptism. The study further reveals that although the SDA Church recognises rebaptism, the Church discourages its casual or repeated use. Rebaptism is meant for rare cases of genuine reconversion, not as a routine response to spiritual struggles. Over-use risks weakening assurance, confusing doctrine, and fostering unhealthy dependence on ritual rather than ongoing faith and discipleship. Rebaptism works better when administered to those who have chosen to start walking in New Light. That is, rebaptism becomes valid for those who have received new understanding of biblical truth, and feel compelled to signify their commitment to this deeper truth. Finally, rebaptism is considered appropriate if someone did not receive baptism by water immersion. 
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Background of the Study
[bookmark: _Toc181473291][bookmark: _Toc178402928][bookmark: _Toc175121706]Rebaptism is one unique doctrine of the SDA church which, frankly, sets the church apart from others. According to the SDA church, the conditions that invalidates baptism are so exclusive that those who are rebaptized are as if they were never baptized.  The English prefix ‘re’ denotes something which is repeated. But in the SDA church the ‘re’ before the word baptism indicates a person’s condition (White, 2017). Saying it another way, it characterizes a person who has been baptized before and not denoting a person on whom baptism is being repeated. Rebaptism in the church, in general, is performed or done when people have come to a major light in Bible truth and have returned from apostasy with a wish to be restored among the believers. Rebaptism which is synonymous with the SDA church among all other churches, is a practice involving rebaptising already baptised Christians who join the SDA church or baptising (again) SDA members who seek it or those who have apostatised. It is worth noting that the practice of rebaptism is less understood both within and outside the SDA church. 

In Africa, the practice is largely accepted by SDA members without much question as it is taken that the church pastor knows best. Christians from other churches question the validity of rebaptising already baptised Christians.  Even in the minds of some SDA members, questions linger on necessity of this practice and why Profession of Faith (for those knowledgeable about it) cannot be routinely applied instead of rebaptism (Matemba, 1997). This implies that Rebaptism is a subject of on-going debate in Christian theology with most denominations holding that baptism is a one-time sacrament. However, the Bible and various Christian traditions offer perspectives where a second baptism is considered often following a re-conversion, deep spiritual renewal, or the realisation that a previous baptism was invalid. These differences are not merely liturgical but are rooted in distinct theological frameworks, ecclesiological assumptions, and hermeneutical approaches to Scripture. 

Consequently, this divergence often leads to confusion, misunderstanding, and even division among believers, particularly in interdenominational dialogue, shared ministry, or church transitions. Despite the long-standing nature of this debate, there remains a need for a systematic and balanced comparative study that highlights both the theological convictions and biblical foundations held by each denomination (Anderson, 2002). Such an investigation is essential for theological clarity and fostering mutual understanding and respectful engagement among Christian communities. To achieve this purpose, there is need to dig deeper into an understanding of the working definition (s) for the concept ‘baptism’ and its relevance before venturing into the rebaptism debate among Christian churches in Malawi. The churches with which this study is concerned include the Roman Catholic (RC.), the Church of Central African Presbyterian (CCAP), the Seventh - day Adventist (SDA Church), Anglican, and Pentecostal Churches in Malawi. Therefore, when referring to ‘the churches’ it is these churches under consideration unless otherwise specified. 

All these churches accept that baptism is one of the central sacraments or ordinances practised within the Christian faith, yet its meaning, mode, and theological significance vary widely across denominations. The Baptist tradition upholds believers’ baptism, insisting that baptism should be administered only to individuals who profess personal faith in Jesus Christ. Baptism is a foundational sacrament and ordinance in Christian theology, yet it is a subject of significant doctrinal divergence among various denominations. Some Christian churches (the SDA Church) opt for rebaptism when one falls into apostasy, while others advocate the welcoming back process after a given time for reconciliation. 

Objective of the Study
The study aimed at examining the Rebaptism debate among Christian Churches in Malawi. 

Rationale of the Study
Understanding these differences is crucial for theological clarity and fostering dialogue and unity among Christians of differing traditions. This study arises from the need to explore these theological distinctions systematically and respectfully. 

Literature Review               
The Concept of Baptism 
Baptism is one of the central sacraments or ordinances of the Christian faith, symbolising the believer’s identification with the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is a public declaration of faith and obedience, often regarded as a means of grace in sacramental traditions or as a symbolic act in non-sacramental traditions. Baptism is the sacrament wherein the washing with water, in the name of the Father and Son, and of the Holy Spirit (Barth & Karl, 1948). The foremost purpose of baptism is obedience to the direct command of Jesus Christ. In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus delivers the Great Commission, stating, "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit" (Matthew 28:19, New Revised Standard Version). This command makes baptism an essential part of Christian discipleship. Jesus instructed His followers to baptize others, and He was baptised by John the Baptist as a model of humility and righteousness (Matthew 3:13-17). 


According to Bert & Haloviak (2022), baptism is a way for believers to declare their submission to Christ's lordship publicly. As such, baptism is not merely a human tradition but a divine ordinance rooted in the life and ministry of Jesus. Another significant purpose of baptism is the symbolic act of spiritual cleansing and rebirth. Water is a powerful symbol throughout the Bible, often representing purification and renewal. In Acts 2:38, the apostle Peter urges the people, "Repent and be baptised... for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit" (NRSV). Here, baptism is closely linked with repentance and divine forgiveness. Paul further explains in Romans 6:3-4 that baptism is a means of identifying with Christ’s death and resurrection: “We were buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead... so we too might walk in newness of life.” Thus, baptism is a symbolic death to sin and a rebirth into a new spiritual life. As Bert & Haloviak (2022) explains, this spiritual transformation is not caused by the water itself, but the act of faith that baptism represents. 

Baptism also serves the communal purpose of initiating the believer into the body of Christ. The apostle Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 12:13, "in the one Spirit we were all baptised into one body." Through baptism, individuals are welcomed into the global and local Christian community and become part of the church's life and mission. Historically, the early church viewed baptism as the formal entrance into the community of believers. In the Book of Acts, new converts were baptised immediately after professing faith in Christ (Acts 8:36–38; Acts 10:47–48).  According to Boadi (2008), baptism marked the boundary between the church and the world, signifying a decisive shift in the believer’s identity and allegiance. Baptism is a public declaration of faith in Jesus Christ. In many Christian traditions, it is seen as an outward expression of an inward transformation. It proclaims a person's decision to follow Christ and commit to discipleship. This public witness is essential because it reflects the communal and confessional nature of the Christian faith. 

In modern evangelical theology, baptism is often described as a believer’s testimony of salvation (Bert & Haloviak, 2022). It does not save the person but is a visible sign that salvation has occurred through faith in Christ. As such, it is a crucial step in affirming one’s identity as a Christian. In some Christian traditions, particularly Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant denominations, baptism is viewed as a sacrament conveying divine grace. It is seen not only as a symbol but as a means by which God imparts the Holy Spirit and initiates spiritual regeneration. For example, the Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that baptism "is the sacrament of regeneration through water in the word" and that it cleanses from original sin (Catholic Church, 1994, para. 1213). Similarly, Orthodox theology emphasises baptism as the beginning of theosis, the believer’s journey of union with God (Wepener, 2013). These sacramental views of baptism emphasise the active role of God in the process, not just human confession. 
       
Lastly, baptism serves as a sign of the covenant between the believer and God, similar to circumcision in the Old Testament (Colossians 2:11–12). It marks the beginning of a new life lived under the lordship of Christ. In many traditions, baptism is a pledge to follow Jesus faithfully. As Bert & Haloviak (2022) note, baptism is not the end of one’s spiritual journey but the beginning of a life of obedience, service, and growth in faith. The initial act launches a lifetime of discipleship within the Christian community. The purpose of baptism is deeply theological, symbolising the believer's faith and God’s saving work. It signifies obedience to Christ, forgiveness of sins, union with Christ in His death and resurrection, and entrance into the Christian community. While different denominations may emphasise various aspects such as grace, profession of faith, or covenantal symbolism, all recognise baptism as a sacred act that marks a defining moment in the believer’s spiritual journey. As a result, baptism remains a central and unifying practice within Christianity that continues to shape personal faith and communal identity. 
SDA Church’s Perception of Baptism
The starting point to the discussion of rebaptism as practised by the SDA church should begin with an analysis of the mode of baptism the church recognizes and practices.  The church understands baptism to mean "a gospel ordinance commemorating the death, burial and resurrection of Christ" (Adventist study guide material). Ellen White adds that rebaptism is a symbol for repentance for sin and entrance upon a new life in Christ Jesus (White, 1948). Baptism is the single outward expression of faith that entitles one to church membership.  According to the Encyclopedic Dictionary of Religion the Encyclopedic Dictionary of Religion, 1979), the Christian origin of baptism is obscure. However, Jovan Lorencin challenges this claim and maintains that the origins of baptism dates to John the Baptist when he baptized people in the Jordan River as recorded in Mark 1: 3-5 (Lorencin, 1976).  
According to Watt (1992), Christian churches at least agree on two points as regards baptism. Firtsly, proper baptism should be proceeded by the preaching of the word of God, faith in Jesus Christ and repentance of past sins.  Secondly, baptism confers three things to the baptizee: “remission of sins, infusion of grace and the incorporation into the church”. The point of departure between the SDA church and other mainstream churches is in the theological interpretation of baptism. There are several ways in which the church obtains people for baptism.  First, the church may obtain them from the normal church service where a member from another church (or one who is not a Christian) gets convicted upon attending a church service.  Second, through literature (i. e. books, magazines, periodicals, and tracts) published by the church.  It has become a common practice today in Malawi to see Adventist literature evangelists going from house to house or office to office selling Adventist literature.  
Some people upon reading such literature get convicted and join the church.  Third, the church operates Bible correspondence schools throughout the world, locally known as the Voice of Prophecy (VOP). Last, through its evangelistic and camp meetings the church attracts people into joining the church. The church teaches that baptism by immersion is the correct and biblically verified mode of baptism. Pendleton states that "immersion is so exclusively the baptismal act that without, it there is no baptism" (Walls, 2002). Wall's Baptist view affirms Adventist teaching which states that, like the baptisms of John the Baptist, immersion is the only mode of baptism that "typifies the death, burial and resurrection of Christ..."(The SDA Church Manual, 2016).
Theoretical Framework
The study utilises a combination of dual theoretical frameworks, including the Charismatic Authority theory postulated by Max Weber, and Organisational Institutionalism theory. These theories together explain how the founder’s personal charisma becomes formalised into doctrine, requiring appeasement to maintain legitimacy (Hammer & Rothstein, 2012; Watkins, 2010). Weber in his theory elucidates that, in New Religious Movements (NRMs), the founder often possesses charisma that attracts followers, creating an authoritarian structure, where their personal insight is perceived as divine truth. As the movement ages, this authority must be institutionalised. This means that the co-founder or leadership team must “appease” the founder to ensure the founder’s doctrines are incorporated into the official “routine” of the organisation before the founder leaves (Hammer & Rothstein, 2012; Tushima, 2016). These two theories are the most suitable lens for analysing the rebaptism debate among Christian churches in Malawi, as most of the doctrines followed by various churches have the basis on the appeasement of the founders of their particular denominations. 
[bookmark: _Toc175121708][bookmark: _Toc182141626][bookmark: _Toc181473293][bookmark: _Toc178402930]Research Design and Methodology
Design
The researchers employed a descriptive research design to carry out the study. Being a qualitative research, an interview guide was used as a supportive instrument (Patton, 2015). Both primary and secondary sources were employed as a means of eliciting relevant information. Primary sources include oral interviews and the use of personal interviews. The selected respondents consist of church pastors, deacons, church members, and others. Secondary sources used in the course of the research include books, articles in academic journals, Bible dictionaries and concordance, historic records, Internet sources and other relevant printed materials. 

Paradigm 

The study was guided in social constructivism where individuals seek an understanding of the world in which they live and work in. They develop subjective meanings of their experiences and meanings directed toward certain objects or things. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), meanings are varied and multiple, leading researchers to seek the complexity of views rather than narrow them into a few categories or ideas.
[bookmark: _Hlk163637112]Research Approach
[bookmark: _Hlk213590155]The study employed a qualitative approach characterized by phenomenological traits. Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun observe that, a phenomenological approach investigates various reactions to, or perceptions of, a particular phenomenon (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2015). The choice of this approach was based on its preference for narrative description, assessment of validity through cross-checking sources of information (triangulation), preference for narrative summary of results, unwillingness to tamper with naturally occurring phenomena, and preference for expert information (purposive) samples.  
Research Method 
This study employed a qualitative research method, using a comparative and descriptive approach to analyse the doctrine of baptism in Malawi. The research focused on understanding the theological foundations, scriptural interpretations, and practical applications of rebaptism taught and practised by selected churches in the country. The study relied on both primary and secondary sources. Primary data were collected through semi-structured interviews with pastors, theologians, church leaders, and Christians from selected churches in Malawi. Church documents, catechisms, and official denominational statements on baptism were reviewed. Secondary sources included theological books, journal articles, academic theses, denominational publications, and relevant biblical commentaries that discuss baptism within the selected Christian churches. The research was limited to the selected churches and leaders, hence no attempt to generalize the findings. Additionally, cultural factors influencing baptismal practices in Malawi were acknowledged, but not examined in exhaustive detail. 
Study Population
The study targeted Reverends, Pastors, Bishops, Fathers, Church Elders, Deacons, and the Laity sampled from the Catholic Church (RC), the Church of Central African Presbyterian (CCAP), the Seventh - day Adventist (SDA) Church, the Anglican Church, and Pentecostal Churches. Six (6) participants were drawn from each denomination, except the Pentecostals who contributed eight (8) participants. In total, the study targeted thirty-two (32) participants. The intricate nature of the study led to the choice of the population sample for expertise and reliability of the findings. The distribution of participants by age and gender is summarized in Table 1 below:


Table 1: summary of the Participant’s Biographic Data

	Sex
	Age Ranges
	Academic Qualifications


	Male
	23
	30-49
	16
	Diploma
	Bachelor’s Degree
	Master’s Degree
	Doctoral Degree
	Total


	Female
	9
	50-69
	12
	6
	14
	10
	2
	32


	-
	-
	70 Above
	4
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-


	Total 
	32
	-
	32
	6
	14
	10
	2
	32




The table above indicates that a total of thirty-two (32) participants were sampled for the study. Out of the 32 participants, 23 (72%) were male participants and 9 (28%) were female participants. These findings are indicative of the probability that more male members hold leadership positions in various Christian Churches than female members. This signifies that the religious platforms in Malawi are more patriarchal, just like the Biblical Approach to gender. The table further shows that 6 out of 32 participants are Diploma holders, representing 19% of the participants.  Furthermore, 14 out of 32 participants have the Bachelor’s Degrees each, representing 44% of the total participants of the study. Ten out of the thirty-two participants are holding Master’s Degree each, representing 31% of the total participants, while 2 (6%) participants possess Doctor of Philosophy Degree (PhD) each.

[bookmark: _Toc175121709]Sample Size 
[bookmark: _Hlk213573586]The study used a case study design to examine the SDA Church’s doctrines and practices in upholding principles of democracy and good governance in Malawi. The formula for descriptive studies is N= (Z2 PQ)/d2; where N = sample size; Z= Critical value corresponding to 95% confidence level= 1.96; P= proportion with parameter = 14%; Q= 1p; D= precision (Lwanga S., & Lemeshow, 1991).
N = (1.96)2* 0.14* 0.14/ 0.0025
N = 3.92 X 0.0196/0.0025    
N = 0.076832/0.0025
N = 31
[bookmark: _Toc182141631][bookmark: _Toc181473298][bookmark: _Toc178402935][bookmark: _Toc175121715]N = 32.
Data Analysis
The collected data was analyzed descriptively using a thematic approach to obtain tables, graphs, frequencies and percentages for presentation of data. This was done because data analysis in qualitative research relies heavily on description; even when certain statistics are calculated, they tend to be used in a descriptive rather than an inferential sense (Moser & Korstjens, 2018). The following procedure was followed to content and thematically analyze data from the respondents:
a) Rigorous reading of the data for familiarization. 
b) Checking the transcripts while listening to the original recordings and with additional notes or deletions made where necessary.
c) Reading through the transcripts and marking the important points.
d) Marking the possible quotes.
e) Identifying themes that emerged from the data. These themes or categories were those related to the ones captured in the literature review.
f) Arranging themes so that they form a logical pattern to facilitate the writing of the study’s report.
g) Putting similar responses together and putting them under the relevant themes.

Ethical Consideration
[bookmark: _Hlk200298882]Permission was sought from Mzuzu University Research Ethics Committee (MZUNIREC) to allow the undertaking of this study. Permission was further sought from individual members to participate in the study. Individual written and oral consent were obtained from the respondents. To maintain the respondent's privacy, their profession, organization, and designation were not indicated. Finally, pseudonyms were used throughout the study to protect their identities. 
Results and Discussion
Depending on the nature of the study, there was need to explore some basic concepts surrounding rebaptism. These concepts include the proper definition of the term ‘baptism’ and its significance to Christians. This knowledge would help the researcher to understand better the reasons for or against rebaptism among Christian churches. The findings of this inquiry reveled the following:
Definition of Baptism
To solicit valid and reliable data, the researcher deemed it necessary to find out the participants’ knowledge of the concept ‘baptism’ and its relevance to Christians. In response, most of the participants demonstrated their knowledge of the definition and relevance of the concept. For example, one participant defined baptism as “the process of immersing believers in water with an aim of cleansing them from the original sin signifying rebirth of that person”.  Another participant opines that baptism is a public declaration of faith in Jesus Christ, practiced by full immersion in water, symbolizing death to sin and resurrection to new life. It is both a spiritual commitment and the formal entrance into church membership. Baptism is also defined as a Christian religious rite that symbolizes a believer’s identification with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is performed using water and represents spiritual cleansing from sin, initiation into the Christian community, and a public declaration of faith. Finally, baptism: refers to a symbol of peoples’ union with Christ, the forgiveness of sins and reception of the Holy Spirit through immersion, signifying a death to sin and resurrection to life in Christ”.  All these definitions are the correct definitions of the concept ‘baptism’.


The findings on the definitions above are in line with the SDA church’s understanding of baptism to mean "a gospel ordinance commemorating the death, burial and resurrection of Christ" (Adventist study guide material). One thing in common is that in all the above-captioned definitions, there is a mention of dying and resurrecting together with Jesus Christ. On the contrary, another participant defined “baptism as submerging, pouring, or sprinkling a person's body with water. According to her, baptism involves immersing a person in water or sprinkling of water after that person confesses their sins”. The mention of sprinkling of water denotes that different church affiliations cherish different modes of baptism, depending on their church doctrines. In the latter definitions, the element of dying and resurrecting together with Jesus Christ is absent, hence suggesting that the right mode of baptism is that of immersion in water, and not sprinkling. 
Significance of /Reasons for Baptism
The study sought to understand the reasons for rebaptism among Church members from various churches. Several responses emerged. For example, one participant stated that: 
In Acts 19:1-7, Paul rebaptize believers in Ephesus who had already received John's Baptism because they had gained a clearer more complete understanding of the Holy Spirit and the mission of Jesus. Churches use this precedent to argue that when new light or a total reconversion occurs rebaptism is appropriate. 
The statement above is considered as the primary, if not the sole, instance of rebaptism in the New Testament. Paul meets the twelve disciples in Ephesus, who had previously received “John’s baptism” (a baptism of repentance), but had not received the Holy Spirit. Paul then rebaptises them in the name of the Lord Jesus. In this regard, rebaptism might be viewed as a necessity in the lives of Christians. Some churches base the practice on biblical passages such as Acts 19:1–7. They believe rebaptism is necessary if the first baptism was done without full understanding or genuine faith, or as a sign of renewed commitment. On the contrary, the researcher is of the view that if these disciples received John’s baptism, there was no need for another baptism, as John’s baptism was accompanied by the presence of the Holy Spirit as it was seen during the baptism of Jesus Christ, where the Holy Spirit came in the form of a dove (Matthew 3: 16). This understanding does not in any way contradict the observation that, it would be gravelly wrong to attempt a rebaptism, because doing so would be conveying that one do not think what the Holy Spirit did in your first baptism (https://www.catholic.com, 31 Mar 2023).
The SDA biblical foundation of rebaptism rests on Acts 19: 1-5.  In these biblical verses is recorded the story of the twelve believers at Ephesus. These were honest people who feared God and desired to do His will.  These believers, it should be remembered, had been baptized by John the Baptist and upon receiving new light, they repented their sins.  Jesus and his disciples were also baptised by John and there seems to be no indication that they were rebaptized.  Twenty-five years after Christ's resurrection, Paul recommended that the Ephesian disciples be rebaptized.  An explanation here is that the apostle Paul believed something was lacking in their Christian experience and that something was not right with their relation with Jesus  (William (2018). The SDA church recognizes Ephesians 4: 5 “One Lord, One Faith, One baptism” but this does not contradict Acts 19: 1-5 or other similar verses in the Bible. The "one baptism" may be interpreted in several ways: It could refer to one acceptable mode of baptism in a person's life.  It could also be understood to refer to the mode (the New Testament does not discuss different modes) and number (since neither Jesus nor the apostles were baptized a second time).
Another participant opines that, 
Rebaptism is a sign of spiritual cleansing. According to him, rebaptism symbolises the forgiveness of sins and purification, representing the work the Holy Spirit in the believer’s life. Baptism washes belivers from original sin. For those that rebaptise their believers maybe they think that if someone has fallen apostasy, they are not worth to appear before God and they need to be reborn or rebaptised for them to be accepted by God.
Furthermore, one répondent avers that,
Some Christian churches practice rebaptism based on their specific doctrinal interpretations. In certain cases, this may arise from theological positions that emphasize personal recommitment or visible renewal of faith. In other instances, it may result from differing interpretations of biblical passages that are perceived to support rebaptism, even though such interpretations are not universally accepted across Christian traditions. Different groups focus on different aspect of theology (eg. Reformed churches focus on God’s sovereignty, while Pentecostals focus on the active work of the Holy Spirit).

My field notes above indicate that some churches rebaptise their backsliders due to their doctrines, not on Biblical references. Sometimes, it is because of the misinterpretation of certain passages in the Bible. Misunderstanding or misinterpretation of passages is also a major fault as it puts church members in dilemma, whether the Bible is the sole authority (sole scriptura), or if it is validated alongside church tradition or not. This is what is known as the Hermeneutical Approach or Interpretation of the Bible and the Tradition Authority. These views differ from the Catholic understanding of the permanent effect of Baptism (Catholic Church Catechism-1272, 1994). The findings above are also in agreement with Twaibu Muhammad Ali’s preaching that the SDA Church’s doctrines contradict Biblical doctrines on rebaptism (Twaibu, 2026). 
Twaibu (2026) posits that “baptism” symbolises sharing in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As it is written that, “Everyone must die once, and after that be judged by God. In the same manner, Christ was also offered in sacrifice once to take away the sins of many” (Hebrews 9: 27, 28). This follows that if Jesus died and resurrected once for all, baptism should be a one-time event, not repeated. Thus, there are several key points regarding this Scripture in that: firstly, the passage talks of the finality of death. The verses highlight that death is a universal and inevitable, one-time event for every human being. Secondly, the passage shades more light on the judgement that follows death. This indicates that death is not the end of existence, but a transition, after which God will judge each person’s life. Lastly, the context of these verses are part of a larger, two-fold statement. While verse 27 states that people die once, verse 28 contrasts this with Christ, who was offered once to bear the sins of many, and will appear again to bring salvation to those waiting for Him. One respondent maintains that, “Rebaptism is the public proof of repentance and re-entry into the community. It shows that this person is starting over, clean”. 
These findings are in tandem contradiction to William (2018) who observes that, baptism is a way for believers to declare their submission to Christ's lordship publicly. As such, baptism is not merely a human tradition but a divine ordinance rooted in the life and ministry of Jesus. This ordination is expected to be done once for all as something ordained by God, nothing and nobody can invalidate it. This entails that those churches who rebaptise their fallen members assume that baptism necessitates appropriate faith and commitment. This understanding has tempted many Christian denominations to re-baptize people who have lapsed into apostasy or backsliding. Rebaptism is seen by them as a means of revitalizing one's spiritual commitment, signifying a new beginning, and reaffirming one's new life in Christ, particularly if that life has been damaged. Rebaptism is generally performed to guarantee that the individual's spiritual condition corresponds with the sacrament's purpose and to provide an opportunity for forgiveness and rejuvenation.
Symbol of Union with Christ
The study reveals that baptism represents the believer’s identification with Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. When asked, one participant said that, “baptism” serves as an identification with Christ. It represents dying to an old life to a new life in Christ, mirroring His death, burial, and resurrection” (Romans 6: 3-4).
Confession of Faith
Data revealed that baptism is a public testimony that the individual has accepted Jesus as their personal Lord and Saviour. It is a testimony of accepting Jesus as Lord and Savior. For instance, one informant said that, “Baptism signifies repentance and forgiveness of sins, marking a new spiritual beginning”. That is, baptism holds great spiritual significance in Christianity as it symbolizes purification from sin and the beginning of a new life in Christ. It is widely regarded as an important step in the process of salvation, marking the believer’s entry into fellowship with God and the Christian community. Through baptism, individuals publicly affirm their faith and commitment to live according to God’s will. Another respondent agrees with this notion that, in the Catholic Church, Baptism is fundamental to Christian life as it removes original sin and all personal sins (Catholic Church Catechism, 1994).
Death to Sin & New Life
Immersion under water symbolizes dying to sin; rising from the water symbolizes living a new life in Christ. An entry into new life, leaving the sin behind and starting a new life.
Church Membership 
“Through baptism, individuals are formally received into a particular Church community. It represents entry into the Christian community and obedience to the teachings of Jesus Christ”. These findings indicate that baptism is an entrance into the community of believers. That is, baptism is the rite of initiation into the Church, connecting believers to the ‘Body of Christ’. 
Public profession of faith
The findings of the study further reveals that baptism is an outward testimony of an inward transformation, signaling a person’s commitment to follow Jesus. This means that baptism also serves as a public testimony of faith and commitment.
The Place of Rebaptism
The study also sought to investigate the place of rebaptism among Christians. The findings of the study revealed that 24 out of 32 participants see no relevance of rebaptism. This represents 75% of the total sample population. While 8 out of 32 (25%), are of the view that the practice of rebaptism is less understood among Christian churches in Malawi. This is so because it is not clearly stated in the Bible, except in one incident (Acts 19:1–7), where the essence and interpretation of rebaptising the disciples seems ambiguous too. It must be pointed out that the practice of rebaptism among the Christian churches is more pronounced in the SDA Church, than in other churches. However, the controversy surrounding the practice of rebaptism existed even before the church was formerly organized in 1863 (Matemba, 1997). During this time, the newly converted members and even some still in the Adventist faith had questions or debated whether they should be rebaptised or not. Many of these people were rebaptised for various personal religious convictions. The Seventh-day Adventist Encyclopedia acknowledges the debate and offers a reason for it. It states:

The question of baptism naturally arose among the early Adventists, coming as they did largely from membership  in other churches…The question of whether rebaptism of converts is necessary however continued to be an issue until the General Conference of 1886 when the policy essentially as it stands today was formerly adopted (Seventh-day Adventist Church Encyclopedia, p.105).
The paragraph above indicate that the practice of rebaptism is debatable even in the SDA Church that embrace the practice. It was James White, one of the co-founders of the SDA church, who through his writings and exposition of the Bible passionately defended the practice of rebaptism.  James White did this by writing in the early Adventist mouthpiece, The Advent Review and Sabbath Herald. However, James White cautioned that rebaptism should not be cheapen He said “every time we sin is no reason to jump to rebaptism because there are degrees of sin.  No man living is free from what may be regarded as sin and as often as we apostatize and do all the things the wicked do, all our righteousness is ‘blotted out" (William, 2018; www.WholesomeWords.org). Newman (2016) supports the findings in that he explained the reasons behind the application of appeasement policy in Church settings as follows: firstly, because the contemporary church movements often gather around apostles or prophetic figures, rather than just doctrines. This is known as the “Father/Apostolic” figures.  Appeasing fathers or apostles is therefore seen as a way of gathering around fathers to ensure unity among the Church members (Newman, 2016). 
Maintaining cohesion is another reason appeasement policy takes place in Church setting. In the early stages, every organisation is fragile. Therefore, the co-founders of that particular institution (church) aligns with the founder’s specific doctrines, ensuring a consistent message, while allowing for gradual shifts in emphasis to prevent schism (Anderson, 2014; Newman, 2016). Lastly, legitimacy and authority play a pivotal role in explaining the reasons for appeasement policy’s place in Church setting. According to Newman (2016), the authority of the church’s new doctrine is derived from the “charisma” of the founder, who may need to validate the doctrines publicly, even if they have doubts about its authenticity, just as what James White did in defending the practice of rebaptism as earlier aluded in this paper. Furthermore, another participant asserts that “the Catholics view rebaptism as having no theological relevance if the first baptism was validly administered”. According to this informant, the Catholic Church teaches ‘one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins’ (Catholic Church Catechism-1272, 1994), Ephesians 4:5 – ‘One Lord, one faith, one baptism’. If a member falls into apostasy, renewal is obtained through Confession and the Eucharist, and not rebaptism” (Catholic Church Catechism-1422/1392, 1994). 
The findings above indicate that rebaptism is not necessary if the first baptism was done in the name of Christ with genuine faith, even if the believer later strays. Baptism imprints a permanent and indelible spiritual character (Catholic Church Catechism-1272, 1994). The Scripture say, “God… has put his seal upon us” (2 Corinthians 1:21–22). It further reports that “The gifts and the call of God are irrevocable” (Romans 11:29). Therefore, restoration is achieved through repentance and the Sacrament of Reconciliation (Catholic Church Catechism 1425–1426, 1994).  This follows that as a symbol of confession and  acceptance of Jesus Christ, acceptance is done once in person’s life time. The Catholics further believe that the sacrament of baptism can be received only once (Catholic Church Catechism 1272/1280, 1994). As it is written, “For how can those who abandon their faith be brought back to repent again? They were once in God’s light; they tasted heaven’s gift and received their share of the Holy Spirit…And then they abandoned their faith! It is impossible to bring them back to repent again, because they are again crucifying the Son of God and exposing him to public shame” (Hebrews 6:4, 6) [GNB]. These verses suggest that rebaptising the members that once abandoned their faith would mean repeating Jesus’ crucifixion and putting his name into disgrace. The Catholic Church generally considers baptism an indelible spiritual seal and strongly opposes rebaptism, viewing it as a potential insult to the work of the Holy Spirit. That is, even after apostasy, baptism remains valid and effective.
When asked, one informant observes that,
If a believer backslides, what is need is repentance and restoration, not rebaptism. Baptism is a serious thing towards one’s faith and Christianity. Hence once a person is baptized, it is for life. Those who sin after baptism become disobedient Christians. No need to be rebaptised but just repent. As the prodigal son in the Bible, he came to repent before his parents”.
The extract above indicate that there is a similarity with the Catholic belief, which firmly teaches that baptism is a once-for-all sacrament that leaves an indelible spiritual mark and cannot be repeated. Even in cases of apostasy, the baptized person remains marked by Christ and is called back through repentance and reconciliation rather than rebaptism. It must be acknowledged that the Catholics and the Presbyterians share common philosophy regarding rebaptism. Duncan (2024) confirms that, the Presbyterians view rebaptism as a public statement that the first baptism was invalid. Presbyterians, therefore, emphasise that a second baptism is unnecessary and can distort the theological meaning of the sacrament, which is to signify God’s one-time, unconditional grace. This reflects both the permanence of God’s grace and the mercy available through the sacramental life of the Church. However, the findings contradict the teaching that when a person who has fallen into apostasy returns to the Church they must be rebaptised as a confession of new commitment to God. The Seventh-day Adventist Church believes that there are situations that allow a member to get baptised (William, 2018; www.WholesomeWords.org).

The SDA church treats rebaptism with the same regard as it treats baptism.  As it has been mentioned, the conditions that invalidates one’s baptism are so exclusive that the person in question is like they had never received baptism.  Semmens (1988) avers that, while the following situations are an exhaustive register, they give an idea about what kind of situations may render one’s baptism invalid according to the SDA church. The church recognises that there are baptized members who like the Laodicean Christians of in the New Testament, have become ‘luke-warm’ in their Christian life. The character of such people is like that of an untransformed person.  Semmens says that “such people by their misrepresentation of Christ have made his work difficult and by hatred and jealousy and evil surmings, they have tried the souls of His servant" (Semmens, 1988). 
The study findings also reveal that some believers choose rebaptism after accepting new biblical truths or to mark a dramatic shift in their spiritual endeavour. These results suggest that different Christian denominations have different views on whether or not church members who have fallen into apostasy need to be rebaptized. Rebaptism is performed for a variety of reasons, such as confirming one's commitment, re-establishing one's spiritual position, signifying rebirth, and adhering to particular doctrinal views regarding salvation. While some organizations view it as vital, others think it is superfluous if appropriate baptism has previously been carried out, preferring to concentrate on repentance and reconciliation. The doctrinal perspectives of each denomination about forgiveness and spiritual regeneration ultimately determine whether or not rebaptism is necessary. 
[bookmark: _Hlk216938647]According to the General Conference of SDA Church (2016), rebaptism is recommended when a member has experienced a significant spiritual fall (apostasy), and has later experienced a deep reconversion and also it acts like public commitment, renewal of covenant and spiritual assurance that provides the believer with a sense of a fresh start after a period of total separation from the faith. That is, Adventist Church views Rebaptism as a vital tool for church discipline and the spiritual growth.  However the church emphasizes that rebaptism should not be a frequent occurrence if a member has merely been lukewarm they are encouraged to seek restoration through confession and a renewal of faith rather than a physical rebaptism (White, 2021).
While the value of rebaptizing churchgoers differs among Christian denominations, the study reveals that “it typically serves as a way to ensure the validity of baptism, reaffirm faith, and promote spiritual rejuvenation. It emphasizes the significance of genuine faith and obedience in a believer's spiritual journey and represents a new beginning, public repentance, and a renewed dedication to Christian values”. In essence, rebaptism in the Seventh-day Adventist Church is relevant because it restores a broken covenant, renews spiritual life, and reaffirms membership in the body of Christ. At the same time, the Presbyterians’ stance on the same rests on the fact that rebaptism is unnecessary and generally not recognised, as baptism is considered a “once-for-all” sacrament. The Presbyterians believe that baptism is a sign and seal of God’s covenant of grace, and its validity depends on God’s promise, rather than the subjective experience, or worthiness of the individual (Duncan, 2024).
One participant summarised the relevance of rebaptism in that, 
Rebaptism leads the former member to experience a renewal of the broken covenant. Baptism is a covenant with God, while Apostasy is seen as breaking that covenant. Rebaptism therefore symbolizes recommitting to Christ and His church. Rebaptism also serves as a public testimony. Just as baptism is a public declaration of faith, rebaptism is a public acknowledgment of repentance and restoration. Thirdly, rebaptism reflects church membership restoration. Since baptism is also the formal entrance into church membership, rebaptism reaffirms belonging to the community of faith”. 
These findings are consistent with the Seventh-day Adventist Church teaching about rebaptism. According to the Adventists, rebaptism is necessary for those who have fallen into apostasy and wish to return, because baptism is both a spiritual covenant and the doorway into church fellowship. Rebaptising members is relevant because it maintains the purity and integrity of the church's witness. It ensures that these returning to the Lord are fully committed to the church's Doctrines and lifestyle. Rebaptism symbolises spiritual renewal and recommitment. It allows individuals to publicly express repentance and renewed faith, and it can strengthen their sense of belonging within the church community. Moreover, the Seventh-day Adventist Church holds that while baptism is generally a one-time event, rebaptism can be a “privilege and blessing” when a person has been “reconverted” or when they have gained a vastly improved understanding of truth and wish to renew their covenant with God. White (2021) stipulates that rebaptism is a matter to be treated as a great privilege and blessing, and all who are baptised, if they have the right ideas upon this subject. White further advocates that rebaptism is the privilege and the duty of every Christian to have a rich and abundant experience in the things of God (White: When Rebaptism is Appropriate, May 22-Ellen G. White ® Estate). These findings above regarding the place of rebaptism are summarised in the following graph: 
Figure 1: Graph Summarising the Place of Rebaptism among Christians



Based on the findings on the graph, many theologians and Christians embrace Paul’s assertion of “One baptism” to argue against repeating the act, viewing it as a permanent seal of faith. While some traditions view rebaptism as a necessary sacrament for salvation, others view it as an outward grace already received. It must also be noted that, rebaptism in the SDA Church context is ultimately perceived as a voluntary step to mark a significant, new, and deeper relationship with Jesus Christ, and should not be used as a routine disciplinary tool (Seventh-day Adventist Church Manual, 2016; Adventist.org). Routine rebaptism is a heretical, routine and strange practice in the Adventist Church that is flatly-unbiblical (Ephesians 4: 4; 5: 4). Critics argue that routine baptism can turn a spiritual experience into a legalistic, man-made tradition that undermines the finality of the initial baptism. This view gains much support from Matemba’s study, in which he affirms that rebaptism within the SDA Church is a subject of ongoing dialogue, largely shaped by the early church history, the writings of Ellen G. White, and the modern denominational policies. While the church upholds “one baptism,” it recognises specific situations, where rebaptism is considered appropriate (Matemba, 1997). 

Impact of Rebaptising Members
The study reveals that rebaptising church members has both positive and negative impact on Christians. Twenty-four (24) out of thirty-two (32) informants are of the view that, rebaptism is not necessary in Christian faith,  this represents 75% of the targeted population for the study, hence majority of the participants disagree with the idea of rebaptism.  For example, another respondent observes that, 
“Rebaptizing churchgoers may have detrimental consequences, such as diminishing the significance of baptism, fostering legalism and ritualism, dividing the church, raising doubts about church authority, and causing spiritual discouragement. Rebaptism can provide spiritual rejuvenation, but if done carelessly, it might compromise its holiness and cause strife. Rebaptising church members creates confusion and doubts in members because they may think that they have to be rebaptised each time they fall from apostasy, and since man is prone to sin, it might not be practical to live without backsliding. Rebaptism may create confusion about the meaning of baptism and suggest that the initial act was insufficient. It can also lead to doctrinal disagreements among churches and place pressure on individuals”.
Another participant states that,
Rebaptism devaluates the essence of the first baptism as it suggests that God's grace, and the role played by the Holy Spirit were ineffective or expired. It further undermines God’s faithfulness. If baptism is seen as Gods promise/ mark on you Roman 6verse 3 to 4, then redoing it is implying God’s first act failed or was revoked. Rebaptism may suggest that the first baptism was invalid, weakening confidence in the sacrament’s permanence”.
Based on the above-cited passage, rebaptising church members may create theological confusion and uncertainty among believers, particularly regarding the permanence and significance of baptism. It may lead individuals to believe that baptism must be repeated whenever they fall into sin, which can undermine confidence in the sacrament. Additionally, given the human tendency to sin, this practice may become impractical and spiritually discouraging, potentially weakening believers’ understanding of grace, forgiveness, and spiritual growth. Christ’s sacrifice is once for all (Hebrews 10:10). Therefore, rebaptism contradicts the doctrine that baptism is unrepeatable (Catholic Church Catechism-1272, 1994). In this regard, Ellen White contends that, no one should become a conscience for another or urge and press rebaptism (Bert & Haloviak, 2022). Of equal importance, one Pastor/Reverend affirms that rebaptising falling church members brings more harm than good to the individual church members and the entire church community. Among others, the Pastor/Reverend summarised the repercussions or rebaptism as presented below: 
1. Brings Divisions in the Church
Frequent rebaptism can cause tension within congregations, as some members may view it as unnecessary or spiritually immature. It risks creating a divide between those who undergo rebaptism and those who remain firm in their original baptism. That is, rebaptism may contribute to division among Christians, hence contradicting a call for unity in the Church (1 Corinthians 1:10).



2. Spiritual Instability
Rebaptism can unintentionally suggest that one’s original baptism was insufficient or invalid. This undermines confidence in the permanence of baptism as a covenant with God, leading members to question their spiritual standing repeatedly.
3. Cycle of Guilt and Doubt
Members who struggle with sin may feel pressured to seek rebaptism as a way to “reset” their faith. This can foster a cycle of guilt, repentance, and rebaptism rather than encouraging steady spiritual growth and reliance on grace.
4. Doctrinal Confusion
The SDA Church emphasizes baptism by immersion as a once-for-all public commitment. Therefore, rebaptism blurs this teaching, creating theological inconsistency. Lay members often accept rebaptism without fully understanding its theological complexities, relying on pastoral authority rather than personal conviction.
5. Overemphasis on Ritual
Ellen G. White acknowledged that rebaptism could be appropriate after genuine reconversion, but she warned against using it as a ritualistic solution (White, 2021). Overuse shifts focus from ongoing discipleship and sanctification to external ceremonies. James White cautioned that rebaptism should not be cheapen. He said “every time we sin is no reason to jump to rebaptism because there are degrees of sin.  No man living is free from what may be regarded as sin and as often as we apostatize and do all the things the wicked do, all our righteousness is ‘blotted out" (Waggoner, 1942).

Comparison: Intended Outcome vs. Negative Outcomes
	Aspect
	Intended Purpose of Rebaptism
	Negative Impact


	Spiritual Renewal
	Symbol of recommitment after apostasy or major doctrinal shift
	Creates doubt about validity of first baptism


	Pastoral Guidance
	Tool for pastors to affirm reconversion
	Can be misapplied as a quick fix for sin struggles


	Community Witness
	Public testimony of renewed faith
	May cause division or judgment among members


	Theological Meaning
	Reinforces covenant with God
	Blurs doctrine of baptism as once-for-all






Conclusion 
The subject of rebaptism should be handled with the greatest care to those who place the subject of rebaptism in the front. It invites believers and church leaders to consider the importance of baptism, the rationale behind its administration, and its function in spiritual development. Such research can strengthen church unity, advance doctrinal clarity, and guarantee that activities are consistent with theological precepts and biblical teachings. In the end, a careful analysis of rebaptism advances knowledge and promotes churchgoers' spiritual health. Overall, the study reveals that Christian churches do not require rebaptism for individuals who have remained faithful to their first immersion experience, even if they have been inactive for a time. If a person has been baptised by immersion elsewhere and held similar beliefs, they are usually accepted by “Profession of Faith” rather than rebaptism. Although the SDA Church recognises rebaptism, the Church discourages its casual or repeated use. Rebaptism is meant for rare cases of genuine reconversion, not as a routine response to spiritual struggles. Over-use risks weakening assurance, confusing doctrine, and fostering unhealthy dependence on ritual rather than ongoing faith and discipleship. 

Recommendations
To the Church Leaders
1) Rebaptism works better when administered to those who have chosen to start walking in New Light. That is, rebaptism becomes valid for those who have received new understanding of biblical truth, and feel compelled to signify their commitment to this deeper truth. 
2) Rebaptism is considered appropriate if someone did not receive baptism by water immersion. 
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