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This morning I will be continuing with our series entitled Get Answers Get Perspective. One of the 

major questions that you will face by the mere fact that you are in Africa and most likely a descent of 

Africa is the question whether the God who is worshiped through the African Traditional religion is the 

same as the God of the Bible.  

The title of my message is THE TRUTH BEHIND AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION. 

I am under no illusion of the enormity of the task of trying to dissect this matter – you will however 

agree with me that one way or the other we have been confronted with issues relating to the African 

Traditional religion and we somehow need a framework with which to confront the issues. This is the 

aim of this teaching – to give you a framework and hoping that it triggers an appetite for self-study and 

exploration.   

  

By nature, Africans are very religious; hence, the religion of Africans influences every aspect of their 

daily lives.  

1. Background to African traditional religion 

• African religion involves the whole of the African’s life: the environment, values, culture, self-

awareness—it permeates all aspects of life.  

• Traditional religions are not primarily for the individual, but for his community of which he is a 

part.  

• Community is central to what Africans do - To be human is to belong to the whole community, 

(involves participating in the beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, and festivals of that community). 

• The community is the custodian of the individual hence he must go where the community goes - this 

is why individualism, as an ideology and principle of life is not encouraged in Africa. 

• African traditional religion has no sacred literature and no human founder, therefore, this religion 

has not been named after anyone, such as is the case in Buddhism, Christianity etc.  

 

2. Fundamental beliefs of African traditional religion 

 

Looking at Africa as a whole, the African Traditional religion has five basic beliefs:  

 

2.1 Belief in a supreme being 

a) At this level, there are quite a number of similarities between the Supreme Being and the God of the 

Bible: 
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• They belief in the deity of the Supreme Being (A deity is a supernatural being, like a god or 

goddess, that is worshipped by people who believe it controls or exerts force over some aspect of 

the world. The word deity means "divine nature.”)  

• The Supreme Being possesses personhood (referred to as he and not it) 

• The Supreme Being is perceived as being the creator of the world. Thus everything in the spiritual, 

and the physical, the world is the way it is today as a direct result of his action  

• The Supreme Being sustains this world 

• The Supreme Being is seen as almighty; for he has the power to do anything he desires 

• The Supreme Being is seen to have complete knowledge and to be present everywhere  

• The Supreme Being is good “Whatever tragedy is experienced is blamed on witchcraft or the living-

dead.  

 

It is quite clear that there is much in common between the biblical view of God and the African 

Traditional concept of the Supreme Being.  

Are there any differences between these two and if they are there, what are they and are they 

significant? 

b) Differences between the African God and the Biblical God 

 

• The God of the Bible is knowable and relational, whilst the ATR concept of God is unknowable 

o He is mystic (speculation),  

o He never interacts with, or personally reveals himself to, the people 

o Verbal communication and personal relationship with the Supreme Being are not a reality 

for the ATR.  

• This is a major contrast between the biblical God and the Supreme Being. The God of the Bible has 

revealed Himself and interacts with His people 

Hebrews 1:1 God, who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the 

prophets, 2 has in these last days spoken to us by His Son, whom He has appointed heir of all things, 

through whom also He made the worlds; 3 who being the brightness of His glory and the express image 

of His person, and upholding all things by the word of His power, when He had by Himself purged our 

sins, sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, 4 having become so much better than the angels, 

as He has by inheritance obtained a more excellent name than they. 
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Deuteronomy  4:7 "For what great nation is there that has God so near to it, as the LORD our God is to 

us, for whatever reason we may call upon Him? 

 

Isaiah 55:6 Seek the LORD while He may be found, Call upon Him while He is near. 

 

• The God of the Bible is holy and just whilst there is no holiness ascribed to the ATR Supreme Being 

o  Sin in the ATR worldview is against the community and ancestors (the living dead) and not 

against God 

o It is the community who is most offended, by these social ills, and it is they who take the 

responsibility to discipline the offender.  

o The Supreme Being is not offended by these social ills.  

o The biblical God says that sin is against him personally  

Psalm 51:4 Against You, You only, have I sinned, And done this evil in Your sight-That You may be 

found just when You speak, And blameless when You judge. 

 

2Samuel 12:13 So David said to Nathan, "I have sinned against the LORD." And Nathan said to David, 

"The LORD also has put away your sin; you shall not die. 

 

2.2 Belief in ancestors.  

• The ancestors are dead members of the community—known as “the livingdead”  

• They are believed to exist in communion with their living loved ones. 

• The practices of ancestor worship is much part of a community set up and highly entrenched in the 

fabric of the society  

• There is a strong belief in a version of life after death - when a person dies, his soul or spirit 

wanders around the bush, until his relations perform the necessary and befitting burial rites. 

• Regarded as heads of their respective families or communities, with death as just a continuation of 

ancestors and their services, but now in the afterlife.  

• There is also a belief in some of incarnation where the dead comes back not in the same form but as 

a spirit to inhabit in on of the family members 
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• There is a belief that says when a good person dies, there is no heaven or hell that they go to, that 

person comes back to live through another person. When a bad person dies, they cannot enter into 

another person but they become a wondering evil spirit taking possession of territories.  

• Ancestors are perceived as the mediators between people and the supreme being  

• However the existence of the ancestors cannot be examined or proven empirically 

•  

 

Biblical Perspective on ancestors  

• The practices associated with ancestor ritual are heavily reliant on the premise that the dead are able 

to return to the living and have an influence on the lives of the living. 

• The Bible is clear in its position that once a person has died it is impossible for him or her to return 

to communicate with the living for whatever reason 

Hebrews 9:27 And as it is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment, 

 

Luke 16:19 "There was a certain rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and fared 

sumptuously every day. 20 "But there was a certain beggar named Lazarus, full of sores, who was laid 

at his gate, 21 "desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell from the rich man's table. Moreover the 

dogs came and licked his sores. 22 "So it was that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels to 

Abraham's bosom. The rich man also died and was buried. 23 "And being in torments in Hades, he 

lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom. 24 "Then he cried and said, 

'Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his finger in water and 

cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame.' 25 "But Abraham said, 'Son, remember that in your 

lifetime you received your good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things; but now he is comforted and 

you are tormented. 26 'And besides all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed, so that those 

who want to pass from here to you cannot, nor can those from there pass to us.' 27 "Then he said, 'I beg 

you therefore, father, that you would send him to my father's house, 28 'for I have five brothers, that he 

may testify to them, lest they also come to this place of torment.' 29 "Abraham said to him, 'They have 

Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.' 30 "And he said, 'No, father Abraham; but if one goes to 

them from the dead, they will repent.' 31 "But he said to him, 'If they do not hear Moses and the 

prophets, neither will they be persuaded though one rise from the dead.'" 

 

• The living are not able to effect a change for the salvation of the dead 
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• Whenever people claim to have seen an ancestors, it will in actual fact be a manifestation of 

demonic entities 

• They are what the Bible calls “familiar spirits” (Leviticus 20:27, NKJV). 

o The word familiar is from the Latin familiaris, meaning a "household servant," and is 

intended to express the idea that sorcerers had spirits as their servants ready to obey their 

commands 

o Familiar spirits and spirit guides are under the control of their master, Satan. They influence 

people to spread lies and deceit in order to thwart the kingdom of God 

Leviticus 19:31 “Give no regard to mediums and familiar spirits; do not seek after them, to be defiled 

by them.” 

 

2 Corinthians 11:14 And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. 15 So it is no 

surprise if his servants, also, disguise themselves as servants of righteousness. Their end will 

correspond to their deeds. 

 

1 John 4:1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, for 

many false prophets have gone out into the world. 

 

• Ancestor worship is essentially a form of idolatry in spite of the justifications employed by the 

traditional religions1 

Exodus 20:3-6 

3 “You shall have no other gods before me. 4 “You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of 

anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down to 

them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin 

of the parents to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, 6 but showing love to a thousand 

generations of those who love me and keep my commandments. 

 

 

• If the underlying premises of ancestor worship are unfounded and not supported by the Bible, then 

the practices themselves are not acceptable to God 

• The mediatory role ascribed to the ancestors relegates the redemption of Christ to insignificance and 

appears to make his role redundant 

 

2.3 Belief in divinities.  
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• These are diviners perceived as the messengers of the All-powerful God.  

• To practice divination is to uncover hidden knowledge by supernatural means. It is associated with 

the occult and involves fortune-telling or soothsaying, as it used to be called. 

• Usually they are deemed to have been possessed by the spirit of the dead (demons) – Acts 16:16 the 

story of the girl who a spirit of divination.  

Isaiah 8:19 And when they say to you, "Seek those who are mediums and wizards, who whisper and 

mutter," should not a people seek their God? Should they seek the dead on behalf of the living? 

 

2.4  Belief in spirits.  

• These spirits live in rocks, mountains, rivers, trees, bushes, waterways, among other places.  

• This is the basis of totems – an animal or a symbol that is perceived to have specials powers derived 

from its connection with the spiritual world. The items become sacred and are venerated. 

Colossians 2:20 Therefore, if you died with Christ from the basic principles of the world, why, as 

though living in the world, do you subject yourselves to regulations--21 "Do not touch, do not taste, do 

not handle," 22 which all concern things which perish with the using--according to the commandments 

and doctrines of men? 

 

2.5 Belief in the practice of magic and medicine.  

• Magic and medicine could either be used in their destructive or protective forms.  

• Protective forms are used to avert illness or calamities for the individual or communities; 

• Destructive forms are used to cause individual misfortune or communal calamities. 

 

Conclusion 

• It is quite evident that people who practice African Traditional Religion know something about 

God.  

• African Traditional Religion does not provide does worship God as God  

Romans 1:18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, 19 because what may be known of 

God is manifest in them, for God has shown it to them. 20 For since the creation of the world His 

invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even His eternal 

power and Godhead, so that they are without excuse, 21 because, although they knew God, they did not 
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glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in their thoughts, and their foolish hearts were 

darkened. 

 

• African Traditional Religion has a distorted knowledge of God.  

• Inevitably, people who practice African Traditional Religion have made their own God  
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