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Abstract 

The objectives of this paper ‘Musical Relations in Some Nigerian 

Church Denominations’ is to discuss the musical preferences of 

some selected Church denominations in Nigeria – their songs, 

instrumentation, costumes and mode of performance which are 

combined to effectuate these various religious institution’s 

symbolic consequence. Food and music are two features of human 

culture that circulate most widely in the world today while 

preserving elements of their origins. Music is indeed never 

insignificant to man. The norms, ethics, customs and the religious 

affiliation of a group of people settled in a particular geographical 

location are the forces that shape their culture distinguishing them 

from other groups. Religious concerns cannot be overlooked in 

respect to the lifecycle of Nigerians and Africans world over just as 

religious activities in their right cannot in any ramification be 

distanced from the musical arts because undoubtedly, music has 

always been a vehicle for an effective religious rite/worship. The 

various music’s associated with different religious groups convey 

spiritual, cultural and theological meanings. Using the historical 

and descriptive research tools, pertinent information will be 

brought forward, and in conclusion future study directions will be 

proposed.  
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Introduction 

Man has effectively used music as a medium to communicate with his 

fellow men in areas of spreading information, expressing emotions, 

carrying out religious functions and work. The legends surrounding the 

evolution of music go a long way to confirm that, from the beginning, 

music has always been part of the very existence of man. Music is believed 

by some scholars to have begun as a primitive form of communication 

which was necessitated by the want to promptly execute communal labor 

and also efficiently execute religious ceremonies.  Looking at the Nigerian 

experience overtime, indigenous music has witnessed several deviations 

resulting from the interaction with several cultures. The chief cultural 

contact Nigeria ever had was with the United Kingdom of which its effect 

is still being felt till this day. Christianity was the tool. Several scholars 

alike have done justice to interpreting the concept of music and what it 

stands for. The concept of music as we have come to know and 

understand exceeds the shallow view of organizing different sounds that 

are pleasing to the ear. Acknowledging that sound is not organized and 

conceptualized (that is, made to form music) merely by its producer, but 

by the mind that perceives it, we can effectively conclude that music is 

uniquely a human invention. Music indeed is never insignificant; it is 

simultaneously a very strong and unifying means of communication and 

the revealer of identity within the abundance of models that characterize 

our societies. It is a mutual thing for one to identify with the tune that s/he 

likes because it corresponds to one’s sensibility and visualization of the 

world. On the other hand we are taken aback when music sounds alien to 

our affinities and in that fails to communicate to us. Music is endowed 

with powers disposed to affecting the whole bundle of realities which 

includes physiological, political and cultural realities.   Therefore, music is 

not only defined by its acoustic component and the technologies involved 

in its production, but equally by its constituent and by what it implies, by 
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our grasping of a coherent set of principles, a social and spiritual function, 

an attested psychological and possibly ritual efficacy, and the various 

roles assigned to its producers/performers and audience alike. As an art, 

music penetrates every human society in one way or the other (Britannica, 

2009).    

 

Culture 

The distinctive spirit of human groupings expressed in the totality of her 

ways of life is simply referred to as culture. Humans spread all over the 

earth in diverse groups have over several centuries developed a 

multifaceted system of coordinating their life styles by putting in place 

some borders to guide their conducts. The culture of any society sets the 

value of the system, the norms and the productive and creative prospects 

of the people. The success or failure, conformity and non-conformity, the 

rights and the wrongs, the acceptable and the distasteful, relating to the 

governing thoughts, words and deeds by members of the groupings with 

a feeling of kinship, culture provides the ever-present apparatus of social 

order thus creating a group spirit and a group identity (Okafor, 2004). 

Culture developed together with the evolution of the human species, 

Homo sapiens, and is closely related to human biology. Culture refers to the 

patterns of behavior and thinking that people living in social groups learn, 

create, and share. Culture distinguishes one human group from others. It 

also distinguishes humans from other animals. A people’s culture 

includes their beliefs, rules of behavior, language, art, technology, styles of 

dress, ways of producing and cooking food, political and economic 

systems and rituals religion.  

Conference of Churches (as cited in Okafor, 2005) says ‘Education is the 

process by which the community seeks to open its life to all the 

individuals within it to enable them to take their part in it. It attempts to 

pass unto them its culture, including the standards by which it would 

have them live. Where that culture is regarded as final, the attempt is 

made to impose it on the younger minds. Where it is viewed as a stage in 
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development, younger minds are trained both to receive it and to criticize 

and improve upon it’. ( pg…..). Okafor, 2005 went further to emphasize 

that ‘some factors that have created the present Nigerian cultural 

environment are the British colonial adventure, commerce and industry, 

Western education, Christianity and Islam, urbanization and the media of 

mass communication’ (pg….). Several unique characteristics make up 

culture. These include the fact that culture has the ability to communicate 

with symbols using language, culture is shared, culture is learned and 

culture is adaptive (Encarta, 2009).In all cultures, humans make a practice 

of interacting with what are taken to be spiritual powers. These powers 

may be in the form of gods, spirits, ancestors, or any kind of sacred reality 

with which humans believe themselves to be connected. 

 

Religion 

Religion is not an object with a single, fixed meaning, or even a zone with 

clear boundaries. It is an aspect of human experience that may 

interconnect, incorporate, or transcend other aspects of life and society. 

This definition sidesteps the drawbacks of limiting the investigation of 

religion to Western or Biblical categories such as monotheism (belief in 

one god only) or to church structure, which are not universal. In 

indigenous societies for example, religion—unlike the Christian church—

usually is not a separate institution but saturates the whole of public and 

private life. Religion can also be explained as a set of beliefs concerning 

the cause, nature, and purpose of the universe, especially when 

considered as the creation of a superhuman agency or agencies, usually 

involving devotional and ritual observances, and often containing a moral 

code governing the conduct of human concerns. 

Religion in this understanding includes a complex of activities that cannot 

be reduced to any single aspect of human experience. It is a part of 

individual life but also of group dynamics. Religion includes patterns of 

behavior but also patterns of language and thought. It is sometimes a 

highly organized institution that sets itself apart from a culture, and it is 
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sometimes an integral part of a culture. Religious experience may be 

expressed in visual symbols, dance and performance, elaborate 

philosophical systems, legendary and imaginative stories, formal 

ceremonies, meditative techniques, and detailed rules of ethical conduct 

and law. Each of these elements assumes innumerable cultural forms. In 

some ways there are as many forms of religious expression as there are 

human cultural environments (Encarta, 2009). 

Before the advent of British Colonialism, there were already established 

indigenous religious practices by the various ethnic societies that will 

eventually make up the entity – Nigeria, but by reason of socio-cultural 

interactions with other civilizations two major religions have so far 

dominated the country. Nigeria, the largest African country by human 

population (over 182 million in 2015), is nearly equally divided between 

Christianity and Islam though the exact ratio is uncertain. The majority of 

Nigerian Muslims are Sunni and they are concentrated in the northern 

region of the country. The Fulani’s brought in the Islamic religion which 

greatly reshaped the indigenous Hausa culture. But in the course of time, 

there was a decline in the practice of Islam in the Hausa nation; this was 

responsible for the jihad of Usman Dan Fodio in the 19th century which 

aimed at restoring Islamic puritanism and re-entrenching the position of 

Dan Fodio’s representatives or standard-bearers as rulers of the city states 

and of other areas. 

Christians dominate in the southern part of Nigeria. Most of Nigeria's 

Christians are Protestants (broadly defined) though about a quarter are 

Catholic. From the 1990s to the 2000s, there was significant growth in 

Protestant churches and of evangelical churches in general. These 

churches have spilled over into adjacent and southern areas of the middle 

belt. Denominations like the Seventh-day Adventist and other leading 

Protestant churches in the country are the Church of Nigeria of the 

Anglican Communion, the Assemblies of God Church, the Nigerian 

Baptist Convention and the various Pentecostal Churches. The Yoruba 

area contain a large Anglican population, while Igbo land is 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigeria
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evangelicalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seventh-day_Adventist_Church_in_Nigeria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_of_Nigeria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglican_Communion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Council_of_the_Assemblies_of_God_Nigeria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigerian_Baptist_Convention
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigerian_Baptist_Convention
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Igboland


Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Musical Relations in some Nigerian Church Denominations            174 

predominantly Catholic and the Edo area is predominantly Assemblies of 

God, which was introduced into Nigeria by Augustus Ehurie Wogu and 

his associates at Old Umuahia. The majority of Christians are found in the 

south east, South-South, south west and Middle-belt region. An increasing 

number of mission stations and mission bookstores, along with churches 

serving southern enclaves and northern Christians in the northern cities 

and larger towns, are found in the Muslim north. Christianity in Yoruba 

area traditionally has been Protestant and Anglican, currently Protestant 

Pentecostal/evangelicals, whereas Igbo land has always been the area of 

greatest activity by the Roman Catholic Church with current infusions of 

Protestantism. Other denominations abounded as well. Presbyterians 

arrived in the late 17th century in the Ibibio, Annang and Efik land and 

the Niger Delta area and had missions in the middle belt as well. The 

works of the Presbyterian Church in Calabar from Scotland by 

missionaries like Rev Hope M. Waddell, who arrived in Calabar 10 April 

1846, in the 19th century and that of Mary Slessor of Calabar, are 

examples. Small missionary movements were allowed to start up, 

generally in the 1920s, after the middle belt was considered pacified. Each 

denomination set up rural networks by providing schooling and health 

facilities. Most such facilities remained in 1990, although in many cases 

schools had been taken over by the local state government in order to 

standardize curricula and indigenize the teaching staff. Pentecostals 

arrived mostly as indigenous workers in the post-independence period, 

and in the 1980s, Evangelical and Apostolic Pentecostalism were 

spreading rapidly throughout the south western and middle belt, having 

major success in hitherto Roman Catholic and Protestant towns of the 

south as well. There were also breakaways, or Africanized churches, that 

blended traditional Christian symbols with indigenous symbols. Among 

these was the Aladura prayer movement that was spreading rapidly 

throughout Yoruba land and into the non-Muslim middle belt areas 

(Okafor, 2004 and Jide, 2002). 
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Offshoots of European Denominations 

What we refer to as “African Churches” were founded by small groups 

breaking off from the European denominations, especially in Yoruba land, 

where such independence movements started as early as the early 19th 

century- influenced by American and British missionaries in early 1900s 

and stimulated by the great revival of the 1930s. They were for the most 

part ritually and doctrinally identical to the parent church, although more 

African music, and later dance and dressage/vesture, entered and mixed 

with the imported church services. Notable among the new- springs of 

1930 were such Protestant Pentecostals as the Christ Apostolic Church - an 

offshoot of USA based Faith Tabernacle which swept through the Western 

Region and complimented by the likes of the Celestial Church and the 

Cherubim and Seraphim Church which were indigenous autonomous 

springs. By the 1980s, however, African music and even dancing were 

being introduced quietly into western oriented church services, albeit 

altered to fit into rituals of Euro-American origin. Southern Christians 

living in the north, especially in larger cities, had congregations and 

churches founded as early as the 1920s. Even medium-sized towns (20,000 

persons or more) with an established southern enclave had local churches, 

especially in the middle belt, where both major religions had a strong 

foothold. The middle belt and the west and southwest remain the hold of 

Protestants (Pentecostal, evangelical and indigenous spring of Christian 

denominations).  

The term born again music or gospel music is generally assumed to 

connote the Christian religious music. The genres appertaining to this 

born again music covers all known genres of music; while the unifying 

factor between all of these assorted types remain the message of the 

salvation of Christ. The popular gospel music scene in Nigeria is an 

offshoot of that of America and the West where protestant churches has 

overtime developed new musical idioms to suit their worship 

pattern/structure. On the other hand the traditional Nigerian Churches, 

still maintain those vital African elements that make them thick. They 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_music
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parade an array of full African musical instrument which in recent times 

have been merged with some Western musical instruments. Also Nigerian 

churches aimed towards a perfect blend of indigenous music and 

Christianity, thus, the composition and production of songs in indigenous 

Nigerian languages so as to be able to evangelize more effectively (Jide, 

2002). 

 

Some Selected Churches 

Celestial Church of Christ 

The Celestial Church of Christ is a spiritual, world-wide, united, 

indivisible Holy Church which came into the world from heaven by 

divine order on the 29th of September 1947 in Porto Novo, Republic of 

Benin through the founder of the Church, the Late Reverend, Pastor, 

Prophet, Founder Samuel Bilehou Joseph Oshoffa.   The Church is well 

known with parishes, dioceses all over the world with its International 

Headquarters in Nigeria.  God called Rev., Pastor, Prophet Oshoffa on the 

day of total Eclipse of the sun in West Africa, when he was in the forest of 

Dahomey (now Republic of Benin), to purchase Ebony wood being a 

carpenter and timber trader, just like his father.   

The Celestial Church of Christ is prophetic with Christian background. 

The faithful are called “Celestians”, and the church is sometimes 

informally called “Cele”. Its doctrinal teachings are based on the Bible, 

and any superstition or animist belief from traditional African religions is 

excluded as in other churches in the Aladura movement. 

Music (song, instrumentation and mode of performance) 

The Celestial Church denomination has a strong musical heritage, rooted 

in African music, their music in its entirety is strictly gospel and nothing 

more. The Church believes that there is no way you would hear good 

music and refuse to dance and that also gospel songs should not only end 

up with dancing or entertainment but should minister to the soul of 

http://www.celestialchurch.com/aboutus/reference/officers/sbj.htm
http://www.celestialchurch.com/aboutus/reference/officers/sbj.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aladura
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people. The emphasis is on the fact that we should be careful of what goes 

into our ears. Music should have powerful ministrations such that it 

would affect our dancing steps and general attitudes to life. The church 

places a lot of emphasis on music with adequate flexibility and is well 

very attentive to musical creativity. These positive attitudes towards 

music have attracted various talented musicians to join them. Their songs 

are composed using mostly the Yoruba indigenous language. At its 

inception African instruments which includes various drums, bells, gongs 

and claves where used effectively to accompany musical performances 

during church services and ceremonies. By reason of 

acculturation/civilization, several Western musical instruments– piano, 

guitar, bass, drum set, and audio amplification have been incorporated 

into the church’s musical performance/worship. Music performed at the 

Celestial Church of Christ was not restricted to any group rather various 

talented church members and sometimes even non church members 

where given the opportunity to maximize their musical talents in serving 

God. Also there are no separate costumes for the musicians in church 

other than the white robe worn by all adherents of the church.  

 

Cherubim and Seraphim 

The Cherubim and Seraphim movement church, also known as the C&S, 

is a church denomination in Nigeria that was founded by Moses 

Orimolade Tunolase in 1925. Orimolade received considerable media 

attention when he claimed to have healed a girl, Christina Abiodun 

Akinsowon, from a long-term trance in which she could neither speak nor 

hear. After the healing event, Orimolade Tunolase and Abiodun 

Akinsowon teamed up, as father and adopted daughter, and offered their 

services to heal and pray for people. The Cherubim and Seraphim group 

claims to have dreams and visions that facilitate the connection of God 

and humanity. In 1925, they said that Jesus Christ had directed them to 

name their circle of follower’s Seraphim, after an angel they claimed to 

have seen in their dreams. Two years later, they added "Cherubim" to the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Local_church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigeria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moses_Orimolade_Tunolase
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name of their church, making their congregation the Cherubim and 

Seraphim. Several years after the creation of the Cherubim and Seraphim, 

different denominations following in its traditions broke off and formed 

new churches. The Church of Aladura, which began in 1930 under the 

lead of Josiah Oshitelu, was one of the churches that began under 

"similarly spectacular circumstances" as the Cherubim and Seraphim. By 

the 1940s, the Aladura movement church had begun to spread throughout 

the world, from places in Africa to other English speaking countries, such 

as the United States and the United Kingdom. 

The African people converted to the Christian faith by the members of the 

Church Missionary Society for the Anglican Church and were introduced 

to the Bible. Some of the Christianized western world views and European 

moral values contradicted and contravened the nature and culture of the 

African people. The manifestations of the gifts of the Holy Spirit among 

the African converts were misunderstood and mistaken by the 

missionaries for diabolical African voodoo. Polygamous marriages were 

dissolved resulting in the bastardization of the children from these 

African traditional marriages. The availability of the translations of the 

scriptures in African languages brought the Bible to life among the 

African people and changed their views of the missionaries and the 

missions. Drumming, clapping and dancing as methods of worship were 

embraced by the African people but created challenges for the 

missionaries and their European concept of worship. The difference in 

understanding of religious expression resulted in clashes and conflicts 

between the missionaries and the African leadership in the Anglican 

Church. The blind insistence of the missionaries on the superiority of the 

European concept of Christianity provided the moral impetus for the 

denial of the African leadership the right to succeed Bishop Samuel Ajayi 

Crowther and left the African people in the Anglican Church 

disconnected and discontent. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Local_church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_denomination
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spiritual_gift#Charismatic_gifts_.281_Corinthians_12.29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_African_Vodun
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In response the people started gathering into prayer groups called Egbe 

Aladura. The Aladuras promoted and popularized the power of prayer to 

heal. When the 1918 influenza pandemic spread to West Africa, the people 

sought healing among the Aladuras. The healing and survival of so many 

Nigerians among the Aladuras during the Spanish flu spurred the growth 

and spread of these prayer groups in the early 1920s.  

Beliefs and Practices 

The Order believes in the Holy Bible as the word of God and in salvation 

through Jesus Christ and in the Trinity in unity, the use of incense, 

purification by prayer and fasting and resurrection of the dead. Its first 

and primary work is that of prayer and preaching of the gospel. It believes 

in the curative effect of prayer for all afflictions, spiritual and temporal, 

but condemns and abhors the use of charms or fetish witchcraft or sorcery 

of any kind and all heathenish sacrifices and practices. It is not averse to 

the judicious use of curative herbs, the engagement of qualified medical 

practitioners or doctors or the use of patent medicines or other drugs. It 

endorses and practices the sanctification of water by prayer and the effect 

of such consecrated water for every purpose. The Cherubim and Seraphim 

Church (C&S) is a Pente-Charismatic church. It is probably the oldest of 

the African Instituted Churches in Nigeria.  

Music 

Like the Celestial Church denomination the C&S have a strong musical 

heritage, rooted in African music, their music in its entirety is strictly 

gospel and nothing more. The Church relies on the fact that music should 

minister to the soul of people. Music should have powerful ministrations 

such that it would affect our dancing steps and general attitudes to life. 

The church places a lot of emphasis on music with adequate flexibility and 

is well very attentive to musical creativity. These positive attitudes 

towards music have attracted various talented musicians to join them. In 

recent times the C&S denomination have included several musical 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trinity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Resurrection_of_the_dead
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fetishism
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instruments to enrich its musical heritage. The horn and wood wind, and 

drum are vital parts of their musical instrument collections. At its 

inception African instruments which includes various drums, bells, gongs 

and claves where used effectively to accompany musical performances 

during church services and ceremonies. There is no restriction to joining 

the musicians in the C&S movement rather, various talented church 

members and sometimes even non church members where given the 

opportunity to maximize their musical talents in serving God. Hymn 

singing is a vital part of the C&S movement worship sections, and most of 

the hymns are sung in indigenous African language. Also there are no 

separate costumes for the musicians in church other than the white robe 

worn by all adherents of the church. Many musicians of repute have 

sprung up from this denomination and most had their first musical 

knowledge from this denomination. 

 

Pentecostal Churches 

The Pentecostal Movement, originated in the United States of America in 

April 4th, 1906, when members of the congregation of the Azusa Street 

Mission in Los Angeles, California, experienced 'baptism in the 

Spirit.1906. This Christian denomination believes that spiritual renewal 

can only be attained through the baptism by the Holy Spirit, as 

experienced by the apostles on the first Pentecost. The movement is in 

strong opposition to the rigid Biblical theology and formal worship of the 

Traditional Churches. Pentecostalists believe in the literal word of the 

Bible and faith healing. The theology of Pentecostalism, which is drawn 

principally from Methodist and Baptist tenets, is usually fundamentalist. 

No one body of doctrine is universally accepted by all groups. Certain 

beliefs are held in common, however, such as the premillennial second 

advent of Christ and the imminence of that second coming. It combines a 

highly emotional, informal approach to worship with an ethical emphasis 

on sobriety from any form of sin and hard work. It is the world's fastest 

growing sector of Christianity. Nigeria was not left out in the proliferation 
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of this new Christian Movement. Several Pentecostal denominations have 

sprung up in recent times and more are still under way, but one common 

factor is the musical style they all share. The musical styles that abound in 

the Pentecostal denomination were drawn from the popular musical styles 

of the West and Europe (Encarta 2009, Jide 2002).  

Some of the Pentecostal denominations that abound in Nigeria include – 

The Redeemed Christian Church of God, Living Faith Church, Believer’s 

Love World, House on The Rock, Word of Life, Assemblies of God, 

Church of God Mission, Grace of God Mission, to mention but a few. The 

musical genres that abound in Nigerian Pentecostal denominations 

include all forms of musical expressions whether foreign or indigenous. 

The only unifying factor between all this assorted types of music is the 

message, the message of Salvation of Christ. The most expensive Western 

musical instruments are purchased as the importance of music in 

attracting “lost” souls to the fold cannot be overemphasized.  The 

Pentecostal denomination in Nigeria employs the use of a choir that 

comprises three parts – soprano, alto and tenor. The bass guitar fills in for 

the bass part. Also choir robes and uniforms are at the discretion of the 

denomination. A lot of emphasis is placed by the church on music with 

adequate flexibility and is well very attentive to musical creativity. 

 

Summary 

Christianity and Nigerian Culture are unfortunately viewed as two 

parallel lines that never meet. When the Christian faith was brought by 

missionaries African culture was viewed as primitive. This resulted in 

conflict between the Christian faith and the people’s way of life. As a 

matter of fact, some Africans viewed the coming of these missionaries 

with Christianity as a direct attack on our culture. This mindset will be 

credited to the fact that Christian converts then were severed from 

community activities and anything that has to do with the tradition of the 

people. Also the music of the Africans were termed demonized all of this 

snowballed into a conflict that still holds sway today. Religious activities 
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are an integral part of any culture. Indigenous Churches sprang up during 

the early 20th Century in Nigeria known as the Aladura Movement but 

this, the White man saw as unacceptable. Their reason included the fact 

that they sang in indigenous language and made use of indigenous 

musical instruments and even manifested the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

Nevertheless, these Africanized churches thrive till date and have waxed 

strong to the admiration of the Colonial Masters.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper have tried to reveal that while religion and music are core 

aspects of culture, religious practices cannot be effected without music 

thus, the experiences that led to the adaptation of indigenous musical 

practices in Christian church worship by Nigerians was to enable them 

express themselves efficiently before Divinity. The various mode of music 

expressed during worship activities both in African Churches and other 

Pentecostal denominations in Nigeria have been discussed, outlining the 

familiarity and uniqueness if any of the various denominations discussed. 

It will therefore be recommended that future studies be directed towards 

the impact that Nigerian indigenous music have had on the music of the 

West.  
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