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Abstract  

Christianity has always 

been connoted as a 

religion of faith. 

Africans accepted 

Christianity and 

absorbed along with it 

a lot of Western 

ideologies which led 

to the extinction of 

some of African 

indigenous values. 

This paper takes a look 

at faith and reason in 

African Christianity. 

Issues like  

reason and reasoning; 

inseparability of faith 

and reason; relating 

faith and reason; 

essentiality of reason 

in African Christianity 

are studied in the 

paper. It concluded 

that though we accept 

God by faith, yet, we 

need to apply reason 

in our practice of 

religion and the 

exercise of faith.
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INTRODUCTION  

Christianity was 
imported to Africa. 
Africans had their 
own traditional 
religions before the 
infiltration of 
Christianity. But with 
the coming of 
Christianity Africans 
were made to believe 
that their indigenous 
religions were 
idolatrous and 
unacceptable to God 
as far as salvation is 
concerned. Hundreds 
of thousand got 
converted from their 
various religions to 
Christianity. 
Christianity came to 
African with side 
attractions. The early 
missionaries did not 
preach the gospel or 
merely asked people 
to abandon their 
religions to accept 
Christianity, they 
came with social 
benefits. 
Firstly, they brought 
Western Education to 
African. Prior to that 
time Education in  
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frican was primitive, local, limited and non-formal. The 

Missionaries brought the Gospel and enlightenment. This attracted 

African people to accept them and believe their Gospel. 

Secondly, Christianity came to Africa with medical opportunity. Diseases 

that used to take people’s lives without remedy, and those that used to be 

traced to satan and enemies now received cure. Hospitals were built in 

different places alongside the gospel proclamation. 

Thirdly, Christianity came with Western civilization and culture. They 

came with Western form of dressing alien to African. Western family 

structure and social living were brought to African. Also, Western form of 

marriage. People saw anything that came from the white as authentic and 

superior, hence they saw no reason to question why, how, or what in 

anything. 

African Christianity is becoming dogmatic more and more. Church leaders 

are preserving issues based on faith, where in most cases African 

Christians do not see any place for reason. 

The Catholics came up with the idea of Rossary for prayers; adherents 

absorbed that idea based on faith alone without probing the ‘reason’; 

Celestial Church under its founder Oshoffa came up and asked their 

faithfuls not to wear shoes or sandals, but to walk barefooted under the 

pretense that God told Moses to put his sandals. Whereas, Moses wore his 

sandals after leaving that place and no more record that he removed it 

thereafter. Babalola of Christ Apostolic Church introduced prayer water as 

an object of miracle. People held strictly to it, based on faith, without 

bothering to know the underlying reason, to the extent that people do not 

mind even when the weather is so cold, they would still drink prayer water. 

God said in His word “come now and let us reason together” (Isaiah 1:18). 

There is place for reason in faith. 

 

Reason and Reasoning 

Reason as perceived by Blanshard (2009) is an ability. It is the ability to 

think, and the degree of your rational powers, or power of reason; the 

degree of your ability to engage in thinking. It is in this sense that man is a 

rational animal. If we could not think, we could not acquire any knowledge 
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at all; having this ability is indispensable to having knowledge of any sort, 

including knowledge acquired though sense –perception. To formulate or 

to understand the proposition that the object before you is a book requires 

the ability to understand words and form concepts. Sense experience 

provides the raw materials for your judgment that the object is a book, but 

without reason you could not formulate the judgment at all, even 

wordlessly. 

People are engaged in reasoning when they take certain statements as the 

basis for making one or more statements, called the premises of an 

argument and use these to infer another statement, called the conclusion 

When it comes to the issue of reason where faith is involved some people 

do advocate against reason. They give different reasons for doing so 

First, people like Jerry Hamber, (2009) Grills (2006) and  Adu (2007) 

opined that God is beyond the realms of human reasoning. He dwells in a 

sphere incommunicado to man. Hence, God is not a being that man can 

comprehend through reasoning. Stanley (2013) also aligned with this 

perspective when he submitted that human reasoning is only effective on 

issues that have to do with the human sensory memory. That is, reason has 

to do with what man’s eyes can see; what his hands can touch; what his 

mouth can taste; what his body can feel; what his ears can hear. So, 

anything beyond all these are beyond human reasoning. It therefore 

follows that since God can not be seen with physical eyes, or touched, felt, 

tasted or heard vividly, He is beyond human reasoning. 

Second, human reasoning ability can fail. Jeremiah Anjola (2007) opined 

that human memory can fail at anytime due to age or physiological 

depreciation. In such a situation human reasoning may be off rail. 

Third, according to Oluwalade (2013), the realm of the supernatural and 

the miraculous still stands incomprehensible in spite of all technological 

advancements and scientific discoveries. How can one explain, by way of 

reason, how a lame man rose up to walk? How can one explain, in medical 

terms, how a human without womb got pregnant and delivered a baby? 

These and many more strange happenings bring human reason into a 

serious disillusionment 
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Fourth, wrong perception often leads to wrong reasoning, this is the 

opinion of Wright (2018). He held that how a person sees  something will 

invariably determine how he will think about it. Since most people have 

wrong perception of issues around them, human reasoning can not be 

dependable in matters of faith. 

 

Inseparability of faith and reason 

Faith and reason are two distinctive words in the academic thought. While 

philosophers prefer to lay stress on reason as basis of establishing the 

truth; Christian would rather put emphasis on faith. How best can we 

reconcile these strands of operation? 

The concept of faith in Christianity is not always discussed independently. 

In other words, faith must rest on something especially the Christian basic 

concepts. Some of these basic concepts include the following: existence of 

God, creation, world and its sustenance. How best can we use reason to 

explain these basic concepts without being accused of heretical teaching? 

All these are questions which we must have at the back of our minds when 

examining the issue of faith. 

It is clear that while philosophers employ the use of reason to explain the 

issue concerning the existence of God, the Christians apply the use of faith 

on matters that boil down to faith in God. Here, there appears to be a gap 

between reason and faith. It is no longer a hidden fact that scholars with 

various backgrounds have written on the issues of faith and reason, using 

religious and philosophical perspectives. However, as hard as they have 

tried, the question of faith and reason is still very problematic and this has 

accounted for my decision to examine these concepts afresh. Is there any 

relevance between faith and reason? It is the ability to justify that they are 

related to each other that will lead into asking ourselves a question as 

follows: what is faith in God? 

Arcy (1980) reminds us that the attempt to separate knowledge and faith 

is the perversion of both. Pusey (2008) follows the same line of thought as 

he emphasizes the fact that it is the willingness to put our faith to the test 

of knowledge that preserves it as faith. However, when faith takes the place 
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of knowledge and tries to assume the role of knowledge, it becomes 

fanaticism. In the same vein Niebuhi (2005) equally notices a synthesis of 

faith and reason when he considers the operation of faith in God as non-

contradiction to the subordinate principle of meaning which is found in 

rational coherence. 

In the medieval period, Thomas Aquinas made the attempt to explain how 

reason can be used  to explain the belief in God. He did this through his 

traditional arguments on God’s existence and the creation despite  the later 

criticisms of the rationalists, like David Hume 

Berkhof, (2002) one of the theologians, equally views the synthesis of faith 

and reason from the perspectives of immediate and intuitive certainty. 

There is a certainty which man obtains by means of perception, experience, 

and logical deduction, but there is also an intuitive certainty which is found 

in faith in God. Jemiriye (1989) bridges the gap between faith and reason 

when he considers  knowledge and faith as complementary. Indeed, it was 

an attempt to build on Medieval philosophy on the  synthesis of faith. 

Gilson (1999), thought of faith and reason from complementary 

perspectives. To him, there is a means by which an idea is complemented 

by opposite idea. In other words, all that we can expect is that one idea 

(thesis) will be challenged by an opposite idea (antithesis), and that this 

will, in turn, be superseded by an idea which transcends the two 

contradictory ideas (synthesis). 

Adelowo (1998) identifies the views of the logical positivists in relation to 

the spirit-labelled God. The empiricist are of the opinion that the scripture-

labelled spirit God does not exist because He cannot be seen with the naked 

eyes, He cannot be smelt and touched. To him, this God can be known 

through revelation and religious experience leading to religious 

expression. This is another way of building a synthesis of faith and reason. 

There is decision, option for the wrong belief. The risk is enormous, and 

there is no way of  establishing a basis for belief 

 

Faith and reason: A case of synthesis 
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Faith and reason are two notions which have played very important role in 

both philosophical and religious thoughts. Faith is very much unlike reason 

in religious beliefs. Whereas reason, which had taken time to overtake 

humanity, is far less succeeding in Christian faith. Aristotle is of the view 

that man can understand God through reason. 

With direct reference to Christianity, Thomas Aquinas and Augustine are 

of the view that there is a limit to which we can make use of reason to 

understand the nature of God. indeed, it is God who takes His initiative, 

through revelation, to understand Him. It is clear that there is no way we 

can separate knowledge and faith. And so, any attempt to do so will lead to 

the perversion of both. 

In view of this, one can deduce that it is the willingness to put our faith 

within the purview of knowledge that preserves it as faith. Therefore, in 

order to have faith, we need to believe that the faith is rested on a 

foundation which we can rely upon. Thus, when faith takes the place of 

reason and tries to assume the role of reason, it become fanaticism. 

The Christian faith and the philosophical concept of rationalism should not 

be seen as two opposing notions; rather, according to Djugo (2008), they 

should be viewed as complementary. This is because in human life, we need 

faith and reason to carry on with our day-to-day activities. Reason by its 

very nature has its limitation. It is the very place where reason ends that 

faith takes over. This should be the belief of the practitioners of 

Christianity. 

Furthermore according to Clamour (2016) rationalism should  not claim 

finality especially when religious issues are involved. Someone who had 

the experience of God will not have problem in believing His existence. At 

the same time, faith should not be explained at the expense of reason. The 

rationalist should search  for probability of faith as regards the reality of 

the Christian God rather than absolute certainty. The rationalist seem to 

demand absolute certainty in religious matters, when they do not apply the 

standard of absolute certainty in other fields of life. The atheist cannot have 

absolute certainty of his belief “There is no God”. To deny the existence of 

God necessitates admitting the possibility of His existence. Therefore, the 
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rationalist should not seek for absolute certainty before they believe in the 

existence of God. 

In view of the submissions above, it is deduced that reason cannot give us 

absolute certainty. However, when reason is combined with faith, the level 

of certainty will be at a high degree 

 

Relating Faith And reason in African Christianity            

One of the most basic issues facing African Christianity is how to relate faith 

and reason. Africa is the most religious continent in the whole world. 

Almost everything in African is built around religion. Faith, according 

toTillich (2007), is believing in a set of principles, religious principles of 

course, without questioning why. Reason is the natural ability of the human 

mind to discover the truth. What should be the relationship between faith 

and reason, and the relevance or irrelevance of reason in African 

Christianity still remain a  question. Answer to this question is divisible 

into five basic categories, according to Geiseler (1993) 

 

Faith only: 

Some people believe that faith alone can be considered a legitimate source 

of man’s knowledge. In the traditional religions of the Africans they built 

religious superstitions around almost all events and issues of life with their 

overt and convert meanings in order to teach certain truths or give certain 

instructions. The idea is almost the same in Christianity, they want to see 

everything from the angle of faith 

Scholars like Djugo (1998) believed like some African Christians that the 

human mind is wholly incapable of discovering any divine truth, hence 

human reason is impotent. He seemed to be saying that reason has no place 

in faith. Why? According to him: 

1. Man is alienated by sin from a holy God. Man is in a perpetual state 

of rebellion against Him. The very nature of man’s sin makes it 

impossible for him to know the truth about a personal God, since it 

is this very God whom he is passionately ignoring or rejecting. 
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2. Man cannot know any truth about God because God is “wholly 

other”. He is a paradox to man’s reason. He is supernatural, he 

utterly transcends or is beyond reason, there is no way reason can 

reach beyond itself to God. 

3. The very best that reason can do is to reject the absurd or irrational, 

but it cannot be of any positive help in attaining divine truth 

4. Any rational attempt to prove God’s existence is an insult to God. it 

is like a lover insisting on proving the existence of his loved one to 

others while the loved one is present. Proofs are unnecessary for 

those who believe in God and unconvincing to those who do not 

believe. 

 

Karl Barth, of one the famous theologians of the contemporary Church, 

according to Geiseler (1993), also argued that God is “wholly other” and 

can be known only by divine revelation. Fallen man is incapable of knowing 

a transcendently holy God. Barth held that all attempts to reason one’s way 

to God were futile. Barth held also that what man cannot do “from the 

bottom up “by reason, God has done “from the top down” by supernatural 

revelation. 

Barth went further to claim that God does not speak to us through nature, 

for man is fallen and hence, has completely obscured and distorted God’s 

revelation in nature. Human mind has no ability to know God. Human 

reason has neither the active nor passive capacity for divine revelation. 

God must supernaturally give the ability to understand His revelation as 

He gives the revelation itself. 

 

Reason only 

On the opposite end of the faith and reason spectrum are the rationalist 

who claim that all truth is discoverable by human reason. Faith is good but 

nothing is truly known by revelation at all. Reason is the sufficient and final 

test of what is and what is not true in the allegedly supernatural revelation 

The Jewish philosopher, Benedict Spinoza according to Hospers (1993) 

believed that all truth is known only by means of self-evident axioms. 
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Anything contrary to these axioms or not reducible to them is to be rejected 

as irrational; whether it is in the Bible or not. This view can lead to 

liberalism. 

 

Reason Over Faith 

There are those who believe that though faith is good and rewarding, 

reason should be placed above it.Djugo (2008) made reference to some of 

them . Justin Martyr believed in divine revelation. In addition to faith he 

said that reason is implanted in every race of man. In view of this he held 

that those among the ancient Greeks who lived reasonably were Christians, 

even though they had been though atheist 

Clement of Alexandra according to Djugo(2008) also eulogized human 

reason and identified it with faith. There were liberals or higher critics who 

stressed reason too far as to criticize the fundamentals of faith. There were 

also the deists of the 17th and 18th  centuries who exalted reason above 

faith. People like Herbert of Cherbury, Chales B. Lout, and John Toland. 

 

Faith Over Reason 

Oppositeof those semi-rationalists who exalt reason over revelation are 

those strong revelationlists who exalt revelation over reason. They 

Jettisoned faith for reason 

Tertullian, according to Oluwalade(2013), was a faith over reason 

proponent. He not only considered philosophy unhelpful, but held that it is 

not essential to the believer. Revelation is all that really counts. The 

believer reasons about faith but not against it. 

Edwards (2002) expressed  surprise at people who ground God in reason. 

God is the creator of human reason, hence, all reason must be his humble 

servant, not his master. Reason stands under God’s judgment but never sits 

in judgment of God 

 

FaithandReason 

There are those who believe in the inter-relationship between faith and 

reason. According to Blanshard (2009), Aquinas believed Isaiah 7:9 “unless 
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you believe, you will not understand”; Augustine said that without faith one 

would never come to a full understanding of God’s truth. Faith initiates one 

into knowledge. In this sense Augustine fully believed that faith in God’s 

revelation is prior to human reason. Augustine also held that no one ever 

believes something before he has some understanding of what he is to 

believe. In fact, Augustine asserted that no one should believe a revelation 

which he has not first judged by good reason to be worthy of belief. 

He also believed that understanding is faith’s reward. The reward of 

accepting God’s revelation by faith is that one has a fuller and more 

complete understanding of truth than he could have otherwise. 

Aquinas held that no philosophy has ever devised such a proof for the 

Christian God without first being influenced by the revelation of God in the 

bible. Not only is faith prior to reason or understanding God’s nature, but 

some truths of God, such as trinity and other mysteries of the faith, are 

knowable only by faith. We may know that there are three persons in one 

God only by faith. Faith is meritorious and reason is notable for a believer. 

 

Essentiality of reason in African Christianity: Lesson for Contemporary 

Nigeria   

Reason is essential for African Christianity. Reason will save us from 

indoctrination, fanaticim, extremism and conservatism. The church in 

Africa believes just anything without questioning. We have allowed the 

West to use religion to influence our socio-moral lives. Our ladies now 

dress seductively in the church and in the society in western manner. We 

need to allow reason in African Christianity. Some Nigerian Pastors today 

preach on the pulpit using American Ascents. Native languages in Nigeria 

are going gradually into extinction because most preachers prefer to 

communicate in English language. 

Clergymen wear suits even under a blazing sun and hot weather in the 

name of westernized religion. Reason should make us know in Nigeria that 

nothing is wrong with our African attires. Holy Spirit does not dwell in 

garments, but in human hearts 



 
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF AFRICAN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

(VOL. 16 NO.2) SEPTEMBER, 2021 EDITIONS 
 

 
  
 

245 

Polygamy was the African form of marriage before the advent of 

Christianity. But some of the white Missionaries came to preach monogamy 

and restitution  in which a man that has three or more wives will have to 

divorce the rest but keep only the first wife who is believed to be the 

legitimate one. Reason should make us know that such a family is already 

thrown into confusion and age-long acrimony 

Reason will help save African believers and the church in Nigeria from 

being dumping ground for white philosophies and ideologies. Reason will 

also save African believers from some risks of life which faith tends to put 

them into. For example, reason will tell an ulcer patient that it is risky for 

him to embark on twenty one days fasting programme in the name of faith, 

whereas his health condition is unfavourable for such an adventure. We 

accept God by faith, but there is need to apply reason in our practice of 

religion in Nigeria 

Application of reason to faith in Nigeria will help us to know that 

religiousity should not be an excuse for non-fulfillment of our civil 

responsibilities such as payment of taxes; voting during elections; 

obedience of laws and respect for constituted authorities. For example, it 

is against the law of the land in Nigeria today to move around during the 

monthly environmental sanitation exercise. Hence it is absurd to organize 

any Church  programme at such hour in the name of faith. Reason should 

make us know that organizing prayer vigils when there is curfew by 

government order is tantamount to disrespecting constituted authority 

and may attract some punishments 

Man can face health challenges at any time, irrespective of his piety. He 

should not be careless with his health in the name of faith. Many who 

should be referred to hospitals for medical assistance prefer to go to 

churches or prayer mountains. This is a display of ignorance and massacre 

of reason. So, Nigerian believers should  apply reason to their practice of 

faith 

Conclusively, this paper has taken a look at different scholars’ opinions on 

faith and on reason.  It has also established the inseparability of the two. 

African Christians, most especially Nigerian believers, have taken the issue 
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of faith to an alarming extreme which reason should help us correct. Hence, 

this paper has made a call on African Christians and Nigeria believers to 

apply reason to their exercise of faith.       
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