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Abstract 

In Igbo land which is situated in the Eastern part of Nigeria, there exists a social 
stratification into which people are born, (the free born and the outcasts). Two 
caste-like systems exist in this part of the world, viz: Ohu (slave) and Osu 
(outcast).this paper examines the implications of Galatians 3:26-29 on the Osu 
system in Igbo land.  Galatians 3: 26-29 is an eloquent rebuke by Apostle Paul to 
believers who are not acting consistently with the truth of the gospel. Conversion 
of Gentiles posed a problem for believers from the Jewish heritage. The question 
in their minds was, were the promises of God for the Gentiles also? Paul tried to 
correct this notion by enlightening them that both Jew and Gentile, slave and free, 
women and men are included in the term of the Abrahamic covenant. Our Church 
leaders preached against discrimination but no concerted effort is made towards 
its eradication. They preached from the Bible passage which says we are all equal 
before God, there is no Jew nor gentile, bond nor free in Gal. 3:28 and that one 
should not esteem himself better than another. But how applicable is this to the 
Osu/Ohu (outcast) system? This sickness has sapped deep into the mentality of 
the Igbos. We are very religious and of course the most zealous Christians found 
anywhere on earth, yet, plagued by our inability to eradicate the Osu/Ohu system. 
This study adopted a descriptive approach which aimed at elucidating that Gal. 
3:26-29 is against the practice of discrimination and inequality which is manifested 
in the practice of Osu (outcast) in Igboland This paper discovered that the practice 
of osu caste system is barbaric, has great adverse effects and needs to be eradicated 
among the Igbos.  Paul explicitly states in his letter to the church at Galatia that 
men and women, slave and free are spiritual equals as the children of God. 

 

Introduction 

The Osu caste system is a practice that promotes inequality between human beings among 
the Igbo race in eastern part of Nigeria. Fundamentally, the most endemic problem in 
Nigeria. This practice has withstood government efforts to eradicate it. God did not create 
any person superior to another. The question now is, why this social discrimination among 
the Igbos? What is the meaning of Osu? 
 
According to the Wikipedia (2015), the Osu caste system is an ancient practice in Igboland 
that discourages the freeborn from social interaction and marriage with a group of persons 
called Osu (outcast). Osus are people dedicated to the deities (Alusi) of Igboland; they are 
considered as inferior beings and are usually separated from the Nwadiala or diala (real 
born/ freeborn).  Dike (2012) defines osu as a ‘cult slave,’ a living sacrifice,’ an 
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‘untouchable,’ ‘outcast,’ ‘owner’s cult,’ ‘a slave of the deity,’ and a ‘sacred and holy being.’  
Dike goes on to say that the Osu caste system is a societal institution borne out of a 
primitive traditional belief system colored by superstition, and propagated by ignorance. 
In his view, it is absurd to categorize a human as a sub-human. This attitude is 
condemnable, because it is a human rights aberration. 
 
According to Amadife (1988), the origin of the Osu caste system can be traced back to the 
era when deities were believed to ask for human sacrifice during festivals in order to clean 
the land from abomination thus leading to the purchase of a slave by the people. The osu 
caste system also has its origin traced to the Nri Kingdom. It is believed that the Nris 
possessed a hereditary power and thus do go about cleansing various kingdoms of 
abomination; any community that refuses to be cleansed are called Osus. Another view on 
the history of the Osu caste system centers on ostracism. Ezekwugo (1987) reveals that this 
occurs when a person or group of persons who refuses the orders of a king or the decision 
of a community are banished from the community thus resulting to the victim and its 
generation being called osus.  
 
Over a century ago, some Igbo ancestors in their religious observances dedicated some of 
the less privileged in their society to the shrines of some deities. Some factors led to this. 
Some people who committed crimes deserving capital punishment, others who were 
having undue oppression ran into the shrine of a deity for protection. Such refugees were 
not harmed but from then on, became Osu by induction; marrying one who is an Osu, 
using the same razor, drinking water from the same cup can etc. in the past, Osus lived 
apart near the shrines and markets. Marks were left on their ears for identification and 
involves the dropping of the blood of the out caste at the shrine of the deity. 
 
Contemporary people have gone further to institutionalize the osu system, such now that 
the descendants of the Osu cult having been dedicated to the gods, become the outcast of 
the society and together with their descendants to social disability or social stigma. In 
recent years, people are no longer dedicated to gods as Osu and you cannot observe any 
difference between an Osu and a non osu in physical features, behavior, manner of speech 
etc. Osu is no longer given marks to differentiate them from the ‘Diala’ freeborn. However, 
those living together in Igbo communities are still able to differentiate the lineage of the 
Osus from the Dialas. 
 
It is pertinent to ask at this point what effort the Church has made to eradicate this endemic 
problem in Igboland  since the Church is an agent of change. The Church has been in 
Igboland for over a century. Today, a greater percentage of Igbo populace is Christian. 
Despite the progress in education, economy, and Christian enlightenment, the Osu Caste 
System persists as a social sore and an enduring shame. This raises a number of pertinent 
questions. Has the Church made any attempt to change the situation?  
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In 1956, political effort was made by the then eastern government of Eastern Nigeria to 
eradicate the Osu system by legislation. This has not changed the situation because it is 
still a vital force in all Igbo communities.  
 
The aim of this paper is to examine and evaluate the situation of discrimination faced by 
the early Church which led Paul to address them in Galatians 3:26-29 and apply the lessons 
learnt as part of the solution to the endemic problem of Osu in Igboland. Galatians 3: 26-
29 is a source of great debate among biblical scholars. The debate centers on how far the 
principle of believer equality is to be applied. In other words, in what way are we the same?  
Martin (1995) quoting S. Lewis Johnson relates the views of some who say that equality is 
limited to the spiritual realm; men and women are “equal in Christ,” however, in the 
church equality between believers “coexists” with divinely mandated hierarchy. On the 
contrary,  Kathryn Stegall, quoted by Martin (1995) asserts that some people agree that 
equality is a spiritual truth, but being spiritual does not alter its impact for this present life. 
Proof is seen in the fact that Paul is offering that spiritual truth as the solution to a very 
down-to-earth problem. His letter to the Galatians is an eloquent rebuke to believers who 
are not acting consistently with the truth of the gospel. Paul even calls this spiritual truth 
a “rule” and promises peace and mercy if they follow it.  

 
Theological Study of Galatians 3:26-29 

Fiorenza (1990) posits that many have seen Galatians 3:28 either as the locus classicus of 
Paul’s teaching on equality and as the focal point and organizing center of his theology. 
Paul writes, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are 
all one in Christ Jesus.” It is important to discuss the contextual background of this text 
before going into the theological study.  
 
Martin (1995) in her article on Galatians 3:28 presented a well constructed historical 
background of the early Church in Acts which was  faced with dissension, marginalization 
and inequality.  It reads, the book of Acts which gives the history of the beginning of 
Christianity tells us how the new church was begun in Jerusalem. The early Church lived 
communally as they shared things in common.   As the church grew, persecution began 
and the Christians were scattered which helped in the rapid spread of the gospel, 
eventually reaching the Gentiles. Conversion of Gentiles posed a problem for believers 
from the Jewish heritage. The question in their minds was, were the promises of God for 
the Gentiles also? 
 
The book of Acts narrates Peter’s vision. While traveling from city to city meeting with 
new believers, Peter reached the city of Joppa. There he had a vision from God instructing 
him to receive Gentiles into the faith. The voice said, “What God has made clean, you must 
not call profane.” Upon awaking, Peter was summoned to the home of some Gentile 
believers. As he was talking with them “the Holy Spirit fell upon them.” Convinced that 
God was truly calling Gentiles, Peter extended New Testament baptism to them. He 
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returned to Jerusalem, reported on his vision, defended his action and argued for the full 
acceptance of Gentiles into the church. “If then God gave them the same gift that he gave 
us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?” (Acts 
10-11:18). 
 
The early Church at this time divided into two groups — Gentile Christians and Jewish 
Christians. The division came about because a powerful faction of Jewish Christians 
refused to fellowship with Gentiles. These Jewish Christians insisted that Gentiles must 
first be circumcised. It had reached the point where certain Jewish Christians would not 
eat (the symbolic act of fellowship) with uncircumcised Gentile Christians. In some cities, 
Jews and Gentiles began worshiping separately. In Galatia, Gentiles submitted to 
circumcision to satisfy the demands of the Jewish Christians. Even Peter was going along 
with this development and had stopped eating with Gentiles (Martin, 1995). 
 
Peter’s position in this matter was shocking. He was the apostle who had received the 
vision and convinced Jewish believers to accept Gentile believers in the first place. He had 
eaten with Gentiles as the Lord had commanded, but when certain men came from James 
teaching that he should not, he drew back and withdrew from them. Paul, upon learning 
of this, opposed Peter “to his face” (2:1-14) and at the same time writes a strongly worded 
letter to the Galatians rebuking them. 
 
Martin (1995) says, after only the briefest of greetings, Paul comes right to the point, “I am 
astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ 
and are turning to a different gospel” (1:6). He warns the Galatians of those who want to 
confuse them. He speaks of his revelation from Jesus Christ, establishing his authority to 
teach the truth (1:6-17). Then he narrates the history of the problem between the Jewish 
and Gentile Christians and why he is concerned (1:18-21). Paul’s frustration with them is 
evident, “You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?” (3:1). 
 
Paul reminds them that circumcision is a part of the Law and the Law was only a 
disciplinarian until the time of Christ, the time of faith (3:1-24). “But now that faith has 
come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all children 
of God through faith” (3:25-26). In other words, circumcision is no longer necessary. At 
this juncture, Paul suddenly expands the crux of the matter. Chukwuedo (2019) opines that 
it is not just a question of Jews and Gentiles getting together, but it is also about slaves and 
freemen which made Peter and Barnabas at one time refusing to take meals with them.   
 
Paul in this text according to Swirllet (1979) is making an assertion about the equality of 
all people before God, probably with a view to the Jewish prayer in which the man 
expressed his thanks to God that he had not been created a woman, a slave or a Gentile. 
Davis (1974) on the other hand posits that equality in status before God does not require 
the abolition of all hierarchichal relationships. Secondly, then, it is false to view Galatians 
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3:28 as the central Pauline text on women, since that is not the basic topic. Thirdly, it is 
methodologically objectionable to exalt one text to programatic status and dismiss or 
interpret in a forced manner all others. Much more acceptable is the approach which seeks 
to allow each text to speak and then determine where assimilation into a consistent outlook 
is possible.                
 
The equality of personhood which God gave to His entire creation is a birthright of new 
life, to be exercised as an opportunity for intimate fellowship with God Himself. According 
to Chiegboka (1997): 
 

The declaration on equality is not an invitation to abolish sexual 
differences or uniqueness of the individual persons…Finally male and 
female as Christians, with the baptismal seal, are declared equal in Christ, 
have equal access to the grace of God, and should have equal opportunity 
for evangelization and leadership in the Church (p.73). 
 

Similarly, the divinely assigned responsibility of race, position, or sex is a mandate of 
office, to be accepted as an opportunity in service and for glory to the Lord. This is no 
contradiction to the equality and unity we experience “in Christ,” which transcends all 
racial, ethnic, social, national or sexual distinctions. 
 
Davis (1976) opines that the verses immediately preceding Galatians 3:28 pertain to the 
nature of justification and how a person may be included in the Abrahamic Covenant. Paul 
insisted that entrance into the covenant is by faith (v. 22), not works. House (2002) explains 
that sin is the great equalizer: all are prisoners of sin (v. 23). Faith is also an equalizer: all 
believers—Jew/Gentile, slave/free, male/female—are by faith included in the Abrahamic 
Covenant and are made heirs of the promise of God. To throw more light on this, Jewett 
(1979) comments that “the phrase ‘sons of God’ extends beyond any physical dimension, 
for both Jew and Gentile, slave and free, women and men are included in the term. In 
essence and in terms of means and ability in approaching God all are equal; in relationships 
with one another, distinctions, sometimes involving submission and obedience, are 
maintained. In this light, the frequently noted parallel to the Trinity is apt: Jesus, though 
one with the Father, also does all that His father commands him. 
 
Paul explicitly states in his letter to the church at Galatia that men and women, slave and 
free are spiritual equals as the children of God. So then, if they are equal both in the old 
and new creation, Davis (1974) asks, why maintain a hypocritical symbol that masks the 
theological reality? But even more significantly than any of the above considerations is the 
fact that God was pleased to give the Spirit’s gifts to the church without regard to sexual 
and social differences. Through Joel, God had predicted that in Israel’s future He would 
do just that: “I will pour out my spirit on all mankind, and your sons and daughters will 
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prophesy” (Joel 2:28). Moreover, even as He was pleased to give His gifts to Jews in the 
old dispensation, in the new dispensation, He gives gifts to all as He pleases.  
 
The equality of all people of faith in their inclusion in the Abrahamic Covenant and their 
being heirs of the grace of God is also taught by Paul in Romans 2:11 (where he said there 
is no human preference with God) and in Romans 10:13 (where he said everyone who 
calls on the Lord’s name will be saved).  
 
Jewett (1977) calls Galatians 3:28 “the Magna Carta of humanity” (p.142). According to 
him, Galatians 3:28 teaches that God has created in Christ a whole new order of 
relationships. The hierarchical view of social relationships is a product of the old order 
stemming from the fall. In the new order, all discrimination based on race, economic status, 
or sex is to be eliminated.  Boldrey and Boldrey (1976) write, “Galatians 3:28 does not say 
‘God loves each of you, but stay in your places’; it says that there are no longer places, no 
longer categories, no longer differences in rights and privileges, codes and values”  (p.47). 
They also note that, “An interpretation that ‘absolutizes a given historical social order’ is 
unacceptable” (p.20). Thus the Boldreys (1976) write that for Paul “to have advocated 
social and political changes in sexual relationships would have distracted his converts 
from the central message of the gospel” (p.58).  
 
Some feminists contend that Paul was divided in himself about his view of women and 
was not faithful in bringing proper completion to the teachings of Christ, and that he 
misinterpreted the second creation narrative to propagate the inferiority of women. 
Mollenkott (1977) writes, “each of these Pauline contrasts reinforces the impression that 
according to his rabbinical training, Paul believed in female subordination but that 
according to his Christian vision he believed that the gospel conferred full equality on all 
believers” (p.103). This writer’s contention, however, is that there was no contradiction in 
Paul, that he was in perfect harmony with Jesus’ view on the equality and role of people.  
 
Mollenkott (1977) opines that Paul was not seeking to demonstrate social equality 
relationships among the classes he mentioned; instead he wished to show that all, 
regardless of one’s standing in society, may participate by faith in the inheritance of 
Abraham, to be sons of God.  
 
Problems caused by the Osu Caste system in some Igbo Communities 

Adesoji-Farayibi (2018) points out in her paper on the Osu Caste system the disadvantages 
of being a slave or an outcast. They are dedicated to gods and consequently are in bondage. 
in time past, they were used for sacrifices. In most communities in Igbo land, they are 
denied of traditional titles.  
 
The Osu caste system has caused inter-communal discords and wars between the Osu and 
the Diala in Igboland. And many lives and properties have been destroyed as a result. The 
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osu caste system has caused a lot of havocs in Igboland.  There are reported cases of 
Christian parents administering poison to their children, families ostracizing their children 
because of intermarriage with the Osu, denial of membership of social clubs and socities, 
violent disruptions of marriage ceremonies, denial of chieftaincy titles, appointment as 
cabinent member of the king’s ruling council, deprivation of property and expulsion of 
wives. 
 
In a community called Obibiezena in Owerri North Local Government Area in Imo State, 
a man was denied the kingship in that community after his enthronement by the 
government in 1990 as a result of his social status. To the Dialas, it was an abomination 
and a serious offence against the gods of the land for an osu to take the traditional 
rulership. This resulted to cold war in that community and his kingship was not 
recognized by the freeborn of the land. 
 
There was also an intra-communal clash between the clans of Umuawuka, Emii in Owerri 
North L.G.A. of Imo State. Stones, matchets, axes, clubs and other dangerous objects were 
freely used by the warring camps. This crisis was caused as a result of the ill treatment and 
marginalization of the Osu caste system. The Dialas claim to be the bonafide indigenes of 
the land and as such placed a social boundary between them and the out casts.  
 
The Implications of Galatians 3:26-28 on the Osu Caste System in Igboland 
Paul who was of dual citizenship, Roman and Jewish, knew the innate human to look 
down on people. Roman citizens snubbed non-Romans. Greeks looked down on Romans 
and Jews with their exalted history and highly developed religion felt superior to other 
cultures. In the same way, the ‘Dialas’ freeborn look down on the Osus in Igboland. Most 
people who profess to know God still hold strictly to this social stratification. They insist 
that inter marriage with the Osus will bring impending danger on the opposite side. This 
insistence on strict Igbo culture has brought with it a lot of side effects. Paul insists that 
Jesus Christ came to tear down walls between people not to build them up. In Christ, there 
is no Greek nor Gentile, bond nor free, Osu nor Diala. Faith in Christ opens the door for 
acceptance by God.    
 
Paul is demanding change in the behavior of the Galatians. Their mode of worship must 
match their theology. The Jews and Gentiles were to worship together — as people set free 
from the Law. Both the Jews and Gentiles needed to begin “acting consistently with the 
truth of the gospel.” The Jews were to worship with the Gentiles, and the Gentiles were to 
resist being circumcised. Martin (1995) asserts that Paul is not calling for a synod to meet 
and sign a declaration of “spiritual” equality. He does not want words; he wants action. 
Paul tells the Gentiles to stand for their own freedom in Christ and to refuse to be 
circumcised; even though they were born as Gentiles, they have equal rights with Jewish 
Christians. “If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to 
the promise.” 
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Paul suddenly expands the scope of the issue. It is not just a question of Jews and Gentiles 
getting together, but it is also about slaves and freemen, men and women. All kinds of 
people — all nations, all classes and both sexes. “There is no longer Jew nor Greek, there is 
no longer slave nor free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ 
Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to 
the promise” (3:28-29). 
 
Paul explains how with the coming of Christ those under the Law are set free. Then 
speaking directly to the Gentiles who had not believed in God before, he said, “Formerly, 
when you did not know God, you were enslaved to beings that by nature are not gods. 
Now, however, that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how can 
you turn back again to the weak and beggarly elemental spirits” (Galatians 4:8-9). 
Astoundingly, Paul equates the conditions of the Jews under the Law with the condition 
of the Gentiles who had been without God! Both are now set free by Christ. All humans 
are created equal and have equal right to enjoy the comfort of life and the relationship of 
one another. 
 
Conclusion 
Our Church leaders preached against discrimination but no concerted effort is made 
towards its eradication. They preached from the Bible passage which says we are all equal 
before God, there is no Jew nor gentile, bond nor free in Gal. 3:28 and that one should not 
esteem himself better than another. But how applicable is this to the osu system? This 
sickness has sapped deep into the fabric of the Igbo nation. We are very religious and of 
course the most zealous Christians found anywhere on earth, yet, plagued by our inability 
to eradicate the Osu system. It is needless condemning racism in countries like South 
Africa when we have not addressed the issue of the Osu System. Charity begins at home. 
 
It is high time that the Ibos rose to fight against the menace of the Osu caste system in 
Igboland. God would not be happy seeing us discriminating, condemning, and killing 
ourselves for nothing. The Church is an agent of change, the most equipped to eradicate 
the Osu practice. She has all the resources both spiritual and material. The Church should 
stop avoiding, confronting, the osu problem, but see it as her greatest challenge in 
Igboland. All Christian denominations in Igboland should carry out this crusade against 
the osu system. This should be carried out in agreement with our traditional priests and 
leaders because this is the most painful ethnic sore experienced by the Igbos. 
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