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AN EVALUATION OF THE OLD TESTAMENT PREFERENCE

. IN AFRICAN INDIGENOUS CHURCHES
BY
ALAMU,A.G.

Introduction

The Christians from the beginning have unequivocally accepted the
Holv Bible as the only as the only authentic, indisputable. archetype of the
mother of all baoks which is the undoubted progressive revelation of God
to mankind through ages. In fact.the Holy Bible is “the indisputable living
and inspired word of the living God™' Agann. The Concise Bible Dictionary
aptly depicts that:

Ihe Bible is the work of the one spirit: it contains the

record of one progressive revelation of God to man, but

at the same time it came into being in many parts and in

many modes. by a gradual growth extending over many

centaries, and we  can see, in the books themselves

evidence of the varied conditions of time and place and

thought under which they were composed.
Thus. the Christian faith anchors on this divine, absolute and infallible
library. Undoubtedly. the Bible had in no small measure sharpened Christian
ideas: affected every cuiture it cuts across and influenced Christian life. In
deed. “the greatest single factor in the development of hife among English
speaking people has been the Bible™.” -

Admittedly, therefore, the Bible is a miniature library of 66 separate
canonized books written by some forty men over a period of 1,600 yeurs of
(1513) BCE -96 CE) which culminated into approximately 100 years after
Christ's death and resuurection®. The Bible has thus been translated to over
1600 Languages and dialects with handful version in English Language®.
The Bible containes the Old and the New Testaments. Thus, the Old

Testarhent contains “Tanak” which is the first 39 books of the Bible, meaning
that the “Ta™ - Torah, Law, Pentateuch or the five books of Moses: “Na" -
Neviim (prophets) and “K" - Kethuvim (writings). While the New
Testament contains the Gospels, Acts of the Apostles, Epistles and some
authoritative. inspirational and apocalyptic writings which are the last 27
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books. It s interesting to note that in the Old Testament, God stands 11
relation to the world mainly as the absolute creator, while the Israelites
were the chosen object of divine mercy. Thus, the Israehtes were under o
theocratic government as God truly revealed His identity®. The New
Testament is the fulfillment and explanation of the old Testament. [t explans
the historical antecedents of Jesus Christ. It 1s worthy to note that both the
Old and the New Testaments complemented euch other. St. Augustine
posited that “the Old Testament s revealed in the New. the New veiled in
the O1d" In the same development, Graham Scroggie atfirmed that *The
New is the Old contained. and the old 1s in the New explained™,

However, in the Church history. emphasis had been [aid either on the
Old Testament or New Testament over and agiinst cach other. There had
been periods in the yore when dissatistactions were obviousiy expressed
towards’the Old Testament. For instance. the marciomists expressed their
obvious rejection of the old Testament and advanced their theologies. Be
that as it may, their views were scverely attacked by the carly church fathers
such as St.Augustine, Irenacus and Eusebius among others.

Nevertheless, the attitude of the Afncan indigenous churches towards
the Old Testament has been overwhelming and encouraging. But there hus
been special preference for the Old Testament. This puper. therefore attempis
to look at an account of the African indigenous churches’ preference for the
Old Testament.

An Account of the African Indigenous Churches' Preference for the
Old Testament

The twentieth century up to this period has witnessed the evolution
and growth of the African indigenous churches as a recognizable new pivot
ot Christianity. They are pivotal because they are African in their worldview.
These African indigenous churches differ widely in style, atitude and
organizations’. Thus, these indigenous churches did not emerge in the
abstract; rather they were necessitated by spiritual, cultural, social, political
and cirqumstantial factors.'” The African indigenous churches, though
distinct in character, are different in outlook from the orthodox churches.
However they have some similarities they all share to some extent against
the orthodox churches."

In fact, the common and basic feature of African indigenous churches

1s the special preference for the Old Testament. While in the orthodox
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chirches the New Testament is given prionty over the Old Testament, the
O _Testament has sutiered in recent times because there has been relatively
aide spread of copies of the New Testament in virtually all institutions, and
sther human endeavours. This pninting and distribution of copies of the
New Testament with the exception ol the Old Testament compels one to
helieve that the Old Testament has no authority. oris relatively out of use or
without relevance 1o the contemporary society which the Bible has cut across.
Meanw hile. more precedence is given to the New Testament with the partial
inclusion of the books of Psalms and Proverbs as if these are only what
constitated the whole Bible. Itis glanng without contradiction that the Old
[estment seriptures have never for once been printed and distributed. Not
only that, i many instances. only the New Testament appears in the local
faneusee of the people. Also. the seminaries of the mainline churches do
not help the matter. They concentrate ninnly on the New Testament exegesis
at the expense of the Old Testament. Lven the western theologians almost
hilled the imterest m the O Testument, by not supplying a handful of
exegctical analvais of the Old Testument seripture compared 1o :the New
Testament Hence. while the Old Testament never enjoyed i prominence
i western theology. i serious study of it Afnca was considercd irrelevant'’,
[ lowever. with the emergence of the Afnican indigenous churches
areater preponderance was placed on the Old Testament. “In some quarters,
the ditference between the Old and New Testament stundurds are felt as a
problem. and where this 1s so the Old Testament standard in generally
aceepted™
In lact. K.A. Dickson citing Bengt Sundler asserted that;
the voung churches in Africa did net discard the Old
{estament or give it a secondary place, not this bur ity
musinterpretation is the problem of Africa™. -
Suyuel 1o the above fuct Qusthuizen wnites:

... after an extensive studv of the tests used for sermons in
African independent churchesn-Nigeria concluded that if
therve tx any fruth in the common statement that the
independent churches rely much more heavily on the Old
Testament, here is the one measure of how far this is true’.

From the foregoing. it can be deduced that African independent churches’
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sermons are hinged on the Old Testament than the New [estament version,
The African indigenous churches in fact have an Old Testument
understanding and explanation of the whole Bible'™. Therefore. in the beliefs,
faiths and practices of the African indigenous churches. the Old Testament
is the anchorage. given the fact that most ol their prayers. rituals and
communions are the Old Testament testimonies .
Reasons for Special Preference for the Old Testament

Itis necessary to bring to the fore some reisons adduced for the special
preference for the Old Testament in the Aftican mdigenons churches. These
are presented as follows:
African Worldview

Worldview is the product of nun’s understimding imerpretation and
relationship with the environment, and his continnous struggle 1o know at,
control it, change it, and adopt 1t tor has own purposes.' Tois also aperson
helief by extension in what is real and what 15 not real

Africans lay much emphasis on communal lite. we-leching.
calleagueship, with others of the some nuclesr und extended Family and
clan. They tend to recognize their identity and understanding in hfe through
therr environment and Large society. This actually has a close knit with
lewish history as recorded in the Old Testament

Afnicans also have this holistic worldview of hife. Lite in Africa is
et divided into religions and mundane. Virtually all the forms of life capture
- beautify ptece. These African credentials found relevance in the Old
[-stiument than in the New Testamnet.™ The African identity is thar of
. ollection of people known for hardwork. perseverance, diligence
aragnanimity. hospitality, intelligence and cheerfulness all of which cannui
w separdted from the Old Testament.

Religion as a way of life.

In Africa, religion 1s pervading and co-extension with life. The
yircans strongly believe in the religious presuppositions of their
avironment in accordunce with their traditienal customs and ntes. Siniiardy.
il the ancient Israel, religion was not detached from hite. God was actively
‘Jesent with His people making and instructing them after His will so that
ey can be an epitome of faith for which He intends to use them. In the
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Ol Testament theretore. sin has both spiritual and physical consequences
o and sickness are nseparable”’. For instance. African indigenous
churches seem to find atfimty with the history of the Israelites as recorded
n the Old Testament. Tn Nigeria for example, the bubonic plague of 1918
made the christians to claim that it was a result of their sin, This seems
Jrong in the African indigenous churches

Experiential Sympathy for Polygamy
It has been maintsined that the culture of the Old Testament and
Alricans 1s synonymous with polygamous relationship. In fact, history is
replete with the great menin the Old Testament who had many wives, notable
amone them are Abraham, Jacob, David. Solomon among others. African
culture permits polygamy also™
The issue of polygamy is still brewing i lot of controversy among the
African Christians. Africans are of the opimon that the importers of christian
religion based thei- uversion for polygamy not on the Bible, or on plain
reason hut on the belief that the institution implied sexual immortality and
abuse. which in the African view ix false™’. In a nutshell. Adrian Hastings
hultresses furher that in Afrvica
Lhe imposition of memogdiny Ix seen as essenttallv an
instance of western cultural imperialism condemning the
marriage praciioes of Afrtcd... withour anv biblical
warrant aid indecd in contradiction 1o much old
Tostament wimess.. At is trne that no word of the Bible
certainly condemny polygany o .
Handfu! of the leaders of African indigenous churches tolerated
polygamy with the Old Testament permission. Some of these leaders have
many wives. Notanly among them are Josiah Oshiteiu of the Church of the
Lord ¢ Aluduay™. S B.1. Oshoffa of the Celestial Church of Christ. In fact,
Joriah Oshitelu averred stoutly that God permitied him to have many wives
as @ way of compensatng him for obeying His will before thinking of
marriage”. “For he who sees. secs: he who does not sce, does not see”.

Rituals and Myths in the Old Testament
The OId Testamen: is replete with rituals and myths. Thus, the
traditional religion is strongly ritualistic. Rituals in the traditional Africa is
. continuation of an act which began outside man but which he reproduces
L



at will. The r\fﬁcuntindrgcnous churches take more * v ihie Old Testament
scripture. Oosthuizen agan takes o laal, at ot (e

Old Testament ritval, wihic I s wstally no lovger adbered

to by Christians, has been revived i these churches, as is

the case with the use of ashes uy a pl:rglic‘(llpl.. ‘the
slaughtering of animals as sucrifices, and some rites of
avoidance™.

Flowing from the foregoing, it 1s evidently clear that some of these rites are
still common virtwally in all African churches especially during namine
ceremony of a child. sacrifices in Celestial church of Christ. and some rites
of avoidance during funeral ceremony.,

Loyalty.to Literal Interpretation of Scripture

The Greek and Roman world philosophy hus greatly influenced the
New Testament understanding and exegesis. In fuct. the Greek philosophy
for instance found entrance into ideals and thoughts of the New Testament
Thisis a clear deparure from the Old Testament world w herc-great auention
Is given to allegorical and literal meining of the scripture. The Africans
with their immutable fuith tenaciously lean toward the old Testament than
the New Testament.

Formalistic Approach to The Gospels By The Missionaries

The carty mussionaries in Afnca mmposed on thewr carly converts the
weeessity for the spread of the Gospel messages senously. coupled with
their own mode of behel and lifestyle which was to be emulated. ™ High
premium was placed on rules and regulations. This method made Africans
t retrace their steps o the pre-christian buckground. Traditional African
pructices place great emphasis on rituals, taboos, and other regulations. Thus.
Alrican converts coming (rom a pre-chuistian background see o semblance
hetween traditional religious prohibitions, rules and regulations and the ol
lestament rules and regulations of the semitic ancients. In fact, “rituals and
other regulations arc (o be found scattered throughout much of the !
Iestament, and some of these have their counterpants in Afncan usages
Formalism or legatism comes naturully to the Africans who find it difficult
1o accept gullibly teaching us binding unless it is supported by sanction. ™,
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Dancing and Singing as Tools in the Old Testament
YInthe worldview of the old Testament scripture, efforts were made

the use of song. This to our understanding was noticed during the conguest
af the city of Jenicho (Joshua 6:1-ff). During the retrieval of the ark ol jhe
Lovd. from the house of Obededom by King David, (IT Sam 6:12-15).
Teshosuphat wlso employed the same measure in conquering his enemies
without domg battle with them (IT Chronicle 20:21). In fact, Afncan
indigenous churches were almost demed this by the main line churches
with their New Testument mentality. which was not part of their worldview.
Admtiediv. singing and dancing constitute a magor portion of Afnican culture
and they express it virtually in all things. Indeed, the Africans have been
desenbed hy Geoffrey Gorer thus:

Lhev dance for jox and they dance for grief: they dance

Jow love and they dance for hate: they dance to bring

prosperity and they dance toavert calanmity: they dance

Sor veligron and they dance tea pass te time"
This description actually has brought out at a glance the contour of the
Alvcan tradionat simging blended with grotesquely bnlhant parody of
duncing. Alrican musical instruments had been incorporated as the leaders
of Alncan indigenous churches argued for a close affinity with that of the
Old Testament.

An Evaluation ol the Old Testament Preference in African Indigenous
Churches :

The African indigenous churches have done well by drained attention
ol Chnstendom to the relevance of the old Testament seripture. Nevertheless
the carly church missionaries to Africa had preference for the New Testament
to such an extent that today, there is the multifarious distribution of the
New Testament Senpture by Gideon International 1o our institutions. [t
must however. be noted that both the old and the New Testament constitute
the scnipture. and as such both should be studied together.

The worldview of the Africans which depicts their purposes should
he upheld und allowed to stay. Because of the fact that theirs is 4 common
participation in life, a common history and & common destiny. In other
words. there should be “africanness™ or African interpretation of both the
Old and New Testaments.
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The Afrnican indigenous chuirches with their preference for the Old
Testament scripture have brought new awareness to the Christiun socicty.
Imittally, some of the missionaries diumetrically rejected and out rightiy
condemned African music. The drum which had been thought putiern of
Africa was no longer heard in most churches but only the harmomium
accompanying carcfully translated European hymns sung to the tunes of ihe
wesl was accepted.  This tendency brought about deplorable result and
dissatisfaction in the act of worship as African languages could not give
way to European hymn tunes. But thanks to the indigenous churches that
proneered the creanion of African Christian hymnology which makes use of
the traditional patterns of African singing and a vartety of instruments™
Afncan musical instruments had been integrated as they are kith and kin
with the Old Testament. No doubt Africa musical instruments and native
songs have long ago been incorporated nto the mainline chuiches. Kudos
to the Africa indsgenous churches for their protest against luchadaisical and
cold worship

The preference for the Old Testament actually led to the emergence of
Afncan Christian theology. Chnstian theology defines the “way of ordering.
developing and discussing Christian revelation in the context of the world
of the theologian™"". Thus, Christian beliefs, revelation. and doctrine are far
from abstract wdcals, rather they can only be an approach in the context of
time and pace. The church has got various schools of theological activity.
Some of them are western and castern theologies: The special preference
tor the old Testament by African ndigenous churches has ushered in African
Chrisuan theology and theolograns. Hence Afncan way of lite and worldview
came o be appreciated.

Furthermore the iteral interpretation of the scripture by the African
mdigenous churches came to be appreciated and accepted becausc
Chnistanity is faith. for without faith, there is no church. This doctrine his
g been promoted by the Africans. However, the literal misinterpretation
+f the scripture by the African indigenous churches, which sometimes leads
lo erroneous explanation comes as a result of the exigencies of time.  Also.
the formalistic approach to the gospels has been relegated to the buckground.
But outward formalism takes precedence. This has been promoted by the
African indigenous churches. Not only that, Christianity is scen as a beliet
in order to obtain salvation. But in Afnica indigenous churches, 1t goes
heyond salvation, rather Chnistiamity is anchored on grace, works. humanness
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and expression of prabitude. soime of which are foreign to the Christian
misyonanies. These are incorparated because of the African way of hfe.

In essence. some leaders of African indigenous churches give

Aegetical meaning to the preference tor polygamy in the Old Testament

apture In actual tact, they are jusutied by the rendition of 1t in the Old
| -wament. In the hight of the Old Testament, polygamy could not be
Condemned since there was no biblical warrant and it was not resisted in the
1d Testament witness,  No wonder. some African indigenous churches
leaders justitied their actions and encouraged their faithful o follow suit.
| or instance Josiah Oshitelu reiterated that as a primatg. “God allowed him
1o have multiple wires as a compensation tor obeying God's order to enter
the ministry first before thinking ol marrige 4 From the foregoing, it was
«till obvious that God was still dealing with him and he never lost touch
with 11im. However. the New Testament schalars have argued that
monogamy must be adhered 1o stnctly by Christian ministers as opposed to
the polygamy on the ground that itis a cardinal qualihcation for the
appomiment of church leaders™. (See I Timothy 3 and Titus 1). They further
stated that monogamy should be tolerated in all rumification especially the
churels leaders who must show example by strict morality™ to their
coneregations. Be that as it may, the Afncan indigenous churches leaders
have not erred by their preference for the Old Testament exegesis. And agam
they hanve not interpreted the Old Testament in isolution in order to justify
any shortcoming. After all. ir iy trire that no word of the Bible certainly
condenms polveamy ™.

In actuality. the ritualistic and mythological nature of the old Testament
are sull held in high esteem. hawever, they have been refined to suit the
contemporary trend. Virwally in all churches. some nites are performed
especially during naning ceremony of a child. This phenomenon is one of
the African indigenous churches” credentials and they are known forit, Yel,
1t should not be misunderstood that some of the practices which observers
1 some New Testament scholars could consider as fetish are actually events
that are svmbolic and at the same time assist the adherents spiritually
espectaliy with regard to relationship with God*™.

Conclusion Remarks
As 1t has heen observed the African indigenous churches’ preference
Lo the old Testament comes handy as a result of aclose affinity between the
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African culture and the Hebrew race w o God had choosen to follow His
will with obedience. The Old Testament preference by the African
independent churches came about as a result of the preferential treaimen
bequeathed to the New Testament by the carly missionaries to African anil
those printing and distnbuting the New Testament scripture at the expen -«
of the old Testament. thus making itirrelevant. Also. the preference has. s
well, brought about some awarceness on the one hand and the need to study
‘it 1s the light of the world it was written on the other hand. Both the Old
and New Testament complement each other and therefore the two shouk!
~ be studied together as a volume without separation. The New Testament
unveiled what has been concealed to mankind in the old Testament, To this
end, the Bible as u whole is the revealed inspired word of God and the
archetype of the mather of all books.

206



.

5

0y,

NOTES/RETERENCES
Pinhip Lyanda Atolabi Divime Ovigar of the Bibie  (Lagos (i ra
Publishers, 19891 p.9,

Fordman's Cone ise Bible Handbook (Crard Rapids, Michigan, Willum
3. Ferdman’'s publishing Co. 1980), See also Sam Babs Malu 1edh
Clistinminy, Isfam and African Religion {Lagos: Gulbert. Girace amld
Ciabrie] Associates. 1986) p.3.

). Mckee Adams, Our Bible (Nashville: Broadman Press 1937) p. 10,

-
Bible Aidy tLeies: The Gideons International in the British Isles Nd)
n N

Philip Ivanda Afolabi Divare Origun of the Livie op cit p.9.
Sam Babs Mala tGdy Chastianiey, Islane e African Religion p.4.

Philop Ivanda Alokibi Divie arigin of the Bible p9.

hid,

Diep Avezboym and S AL Isholoa Afrwcan indigenons Chitrehes: An
ilistorical Perspective (Lagos: Greater Heights Publications, 1997)

A2,
Thid. pp.21-26.
It pp.27-34.-

GoE Wrieht asserted that “The New Testament no more than the Old.
can stand alone . The old and New Testaments are an organic spiritual
uniy. For detail see GC. Qosthuizen, Post-Christianiiy in Africa: A
Theolovtcat and Amthropotogical study {Grand Rapids: William B.
cerdmans Pubhishing Co. 1909) p.165.

fhid.

KA. Dickson. Theology i Africa (New York: Darton: Longman and
Todd. 1984) p.146, Citing Bengt Sundker. Bantu Prophets in South

Africa,

15, G.C. Oosthuizen. Posi-Christianiry in Africa; A Theological and

Anthiopological study op.cit.p. 165.

16. KA. Dickson. Theology in Africa op.ciL.

207



28,
29.
30,
31

32.
33

34
35.

V.O. Ovuakporie. Are Africans tack P opl? (Lagos: Oracle Books Lid,
1988) p.10).

Wilbur O° Donovan. Biblical C hristianity in African Perspective
(Carliste: Paternoster Press. 1995) p.3.

Ibid.

ibid.

K.A. Dickson, Theology in Africa op.cit p.1567.

W.0. Donovan Biblical Christianitv in African perspective p.288.
NA. Indiokwere. Prophecy and Revolution (London: SPCK. 1981 ) p.26.

Adrian Hustings African Christianiry (London: Geoffrey Chapman. 1976)
p47. ‘

D.A. Ayegboyin and S.A. Ishola African Indigenous churches: An
Historical Perspective op.cit pp.95-96.

Ihid.

G.C. Oasthuizen. Post-Christianity in Africa: A Theological and
Anthropological study op.cit p.173.

K.A Dickson, Theology in Africa op.cit p.151.

Ibid.

GO Oosthuizen, p. 169,

Geolfrey Gorer African Dances in G.A Oshitelu. “Interactions of
Religions” Mimeograph University of Ibadan. 2002 p.53.

Adrian Hastings African Christianity op cit P48,
Ibid. p.50.

D. Ayegboyin and S A_ Ishola African indigenous churches: p.96.

For Detail, See. A.O. Igenoza Polvgamy and the African churches: A
Biblical Appraisal of An African Marriage System (Ibadan: AASR
Publications Burcau, 2003) pp.280-281.

Ibid.

Adrian Hastings, Afri(a.C hristianity op cit. p.47.

M.L. Ogunewu “Sacrifice in the African Traditional Religions and
African indigenous church™ Seminar Paper Presented at the
Department of Religious Studies, University of Ibadan September.

2002, 208



