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Abstract 

 

The Pentecostal movement in Nigeria has evolved from a marginal religious 

expression into a major force shaping the nation’s spiritual, social, and public life. 

This paper examines the historical development of Pentecostalism and its relationship 

with social change, tracing its roots from early indigenous revivalist movements, 

particularly the Aladura churches, through mid-twentieth-century global Pentecostal 

influences, to the rise of Neo-Pentecostalism from the 1980s onward. Using historical 

and sociological perspectives, the study analyses Pentecostal theology, leadership 

patterns, and institutional innovations, and how these have interacted with Nigerian 

society. It highlights contributions to moral reorientation, economic aspiration, 

political engagement, and the reshaping of social values, with particular attention to 

charismatic leadership, the prosperity gospel, faith-based education, and the 

Pentecostal redefinition of success. At the same time, the paper acknowledges critical 

concerns surrounding commercialisation, excesses, and doctrinal manipulation. It 

concludes that Pentecostalism in Nigeria functions not only as a religious revival but 

also as a significant catalyst for social transformation, illuminating the dynamic 

relationship between faith and development in contemporary African contexts. 
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Introduction 

The emergence and proliferation of Pentecostalism in Nigeria represent one of 

the most significant religious developments in Africa in the 20th and 21st centuries. 

Characterised by fervent spirituality, charismatic leadership, and dynamic worship, 

Pentecostalism has grown from a marginal movement to a dominant force within 

Nigerian Christianity. This paper examines how religious revival associated with 

Pentecostalism has interacted with and catalysed social change in Nigeria’s historical 

trajectory. 

In the last century, Nigeria has witnessed an extraordinary transformation in 

its religious landscape, marked especially by the exponential rise of Pentecostalism. 



Rivers State University Journal of Religious and Cultural Studies Vol. 1 No. 2 
 

 155 

From its humble beginnings in indigenous revivalist movements to its current status 

as a dominant religious force, Pentecostalism has penetrated nearly every sphere of 

Nigerian society, religious, political, economic, and cultural. Its expansion is not only 

a spiritual revival but also a significant agent of social change. This paper seeks to 

explore the historical evolution of the Pentecostal movement in Nigeria and examine 

the ways in which it has contributed to, and been shaped by, social transformation. 

Despite the enormous impact of Pentecostalism in Nigeria, scholarly 

engagement with its socio-historical implications has often been fragmented or overly 

theological. There remains a gap in fully understanding how Pentecostal revivalism 

historically evolved and how it has actively influenced social institutions, individual 

agency, and national development. What are the historical patterns that undergird 

Pentecostalism's growth? How has the movement engaged with pressing social issues 

such as poverty, governance, morality, and youth empowerment? 

             This paper aim to investigate the historical development of the Pentecostal 

movement in Nigeria and its role as a catalyst for social change. The specific 

objectives include the historical trajectory of Pentecostalism in Nigeria from its 

indigenous and global influences, the movement’s impact on Nigerian society, 

particularly in areas such as morality, economics, education, and politics and identify 

key actors and institutions that have driven Pentecostal revivalism. 

            The research adopts a historical and qualitative approach. Primary sources 

include archival materials, church records, sermons, and oral interviews with 

Pentecostal leaders and adherents. Secondary sources such as books, peer-reviewed 

articles, and reports on Pentecostalism and Nigerian society are also utilised. The 

historical method enables the reconstruction of the movement’s development over 

time, while sociological analysis provides insight into its role in social change. 

The study is grounded in Social Movement Theory and Weberian Sociology 

of Religion. Social Movement Theory allows for the analysis of Pentecostalism as a 

form of collective action responding to social, economic, and political dislocation. It 

frames Pentecostalism as not just a spiritual revival but a mobilising force that offers 

alternative social structures and value systems. Max Weber’s theory of religion and 

social change, especially his emphasis on the “Protestant ethic”, is also useful for 

understanding how Pentecostal beliefs about work, prosperity, and morality shape 



Rivers State University Journal of Religious and Cultural Studies Vol. 1 No. 2 
 

 156 

societal outcomes in Nigeria. This interdisciplinary framework provides a robust lens 

for analysing the historical emergence and contemporary relevance of Pentecostalism 

as both a religious and socio-cultural phenomenon in Nigeria. 

The study of Pentecostalism in Nigeria has garnered growing scholarly 

interest, particularly as the movement continues to reshape the nation's religious and 

social landscape. Existing literature reveals that Pentecostalism in Nigeria is not a 

monolithic entity but a dynamic, multifaceted phenomenon that has evolved through 

various historical phases and theological orientations. Ogbu Kalu's seminal work, 

African Pentecostalism: An Introduction, offers a comprehensive historical account of 

Pentecostalism's development in Africa, with Nigeria as a key focus (Kalu, 2008). He 

argues that Nigerian Pentecostalism is rooted in indigenous spirituality, colonial 

missionary encounters, and postcolonial struggles for identity. Kalu situates the early 

Aladura movements as precursors to modern Pentecostalism, noting their emphasis on 

prayer, healing, and spiritual warfare. 

Similarly, Ayegboyin and Ishola (1997) trace the evolution of African 

Indigenous Churches and their transition into Pentecostal expressions. These early 

movements challenged the Eurocentric theology of mission churches and laid the 

groundwork for indigenous revivalism. 

Several scholars have emphasized the centrality of charismatic leadership in 

Nigerian Pentecostal growth. Marshall (2009), in Political Spiritualities, explores how 

Pentecostal leaders like Enoch Adeboye, David Oyedepo, and T.B. Joshua have 

redefined religious authority and become influential public figures. She argues that 

these leaders command not just spiritual but also socio-political capital, thereby 

bridging the sacred and the secular. Ukah (2007) supports this view, emphasizing the 

organizational sophistication of Nigerian Pentecostal megachurches and their use of 

modern media, branding, and networks to propagate revivalism. The rise of 

televangelism and internet-based ministries further illustrates the movement’s 

innovative strategies for expansion. 

Pentecostalism and Social Change 

The intersection of Pentecostalism and social change is a recurring theme in 

the literature. Burgess (2008) documents how Pentecostal churches have played a 
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significant role in civic engagement and grassroots mobilization. He identifies areas 

such as youth empowerment, poverty alleviation, and moral reformation as key 

contributions of the movement. 

In a related study, Obadare (2018) discusses the “Pentecostal public sphere,” 

arguing that Pentecostal discourse now competes with, and often supplants, traditional 

political and civil institutions in shaping public opinion and governance norms. This 

trend has become particularly visible in urban centres where churches function as 

alternative welfare systems. 

The prosperity gospel, a hallmark of Nigerian Pentecostalism, has generated 

significant academic debate. While proponents argue that it fosters ambition, self-

reliance, and economic growth, critics such as Gifford (2004) view it as a 

commodification of faith. He warns that such teachings may encourage materialism 

and weaken accountability. 

Conversely, Asamoah-Gyadu (2005) sees the prosperity message as a 

contextual theology that resonates with the socio-economic aspirations of African 

Christians. According to him, it represents a re-imagining of hope in environments 

marked by structural poverty and failed governance. 

Recent scholarship also explores how Pentecostalism affects gender roles, 

youth culture, and indigenous identity. Chitando and Mateveke (2014) argue that 

Pentecostal churches both challenge and reinforce patriarchal norms, offering women 

new platforms for leadership while often upholding traditional gender roles. For many 

Nigerian youths, Pentecostalism provides a framework for identity formation, career 

aspiration, and social mobility (Ojo, 2010). 

Despite the growing body of work, many studies treat Pentecostalism either as 

a religious or sociological phenomenon, with limited synthesis of both perspectives. 

Few scholars have adequately combined historical narratives with analytical insights 

on social change. This study seeks to fill that gap by offering a historical-sociological 

analysis that situates Pentecostal revivalism within Nigeria’s broader socio-political 

context. 

Historical Origins of Pentecostalism in Nigeria: 



Rivers State University Journal of Religious and Cultural Studies Vol. 1 No. 2 
 

 158 

Early Influences and the Aladura Movement 

The emergence of the Aladura movement in Nigeria in the early 20th century 

represents a pivotal moment in the indigenization of Christianity and the roots of 

Pentecostal expression in the country. The movement began as a reaction to thfe 

limitations of missionary Christianity, which many African converts found too rigid, 

culturally alien, and spiritually inadequate. Seeking a more dynamic and contextually 

relevant expression of faith, Nigerian Christians began forming prayer groups that 

emphasised divine healing, prophecy, visions, and spiritual warfare. These prayer 

groups, often made up of lay Christians, gradually evolved into organised movements 

that would later be called “Aladura,” meaning “praying people” in Yoruba.
1
 This 

development marked a transition from mission-dependent Christianity to autonomous 

African spiritual initiatives. 

One of the earliest and most influential of these movements was the Faith 

Tabernacle Congregation, which originated from a correspondence Bible course 

introduced by American evangelist Elias Dempster in the 1910s. This group 

emphasized holiness, healing without medicine, and the leading of the Holy Spirit, 

laying theological and practical groundwork for subsequent revivalist activities.
2
 

When the 1918 influenza pandemic struck Nigeria, the Aladura groups gained 

popularity due to their emphasis on healing through prayer. Out of this context arose 

powerful revival movements, culminating in the formation of the Christ Apostolic 

Church (CAC), which became the first indigenous Pentecostal denomination in 

Nigeria.
3
 These developments signified a shift from Western ecclesiastical control to 

African spiritual agency and authenticity. 

The Aladura movement did not exist in isolation but drew from global 

holiness and Pentecostal streams, especially through contact with missionaries from 

the Apostolic Church (UK) and later the Assemblies of God (USA). However, unlike 

classical Pentecostalism, early Aladura churches did not initially emphasise 

glossolalia (speaking in tongues) as a defining experience of Spirit baptism. Instead, 

                                                           
1
 Ayegboyin, D., & Ishola, S. A. (1997). African Indigenous Churches: An Historical Perspective. 

Greater Heights Publications. 
2
 Kalu, O. (2008). African Pentecostalism: An Introduction. Oxford University Press. 

3
 Turner, H. W. (1967). African Independent Church: The Life and Faith of the Church of the Lord 

(Aladura). Oxford University Press. 
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they focused more on divine healing, prophecy, and apocalyptic expectation.
4
This 

blending of indigenous spirituality with global revivalist theology allowed the 

Aladura movement to resonate deeply with African cosmologies, concerns, and 

communal life. Over time, some branches, particularly the CAC, would embrace more 

conventional Pentecostal practices, thereby creating a fluid continuum between 

African Independent Churches and classical Pentecostal bodies.
5
 Thus, the Aladura 

movement can be regarded as both a precursor and a bridge to the broader Pentecostal 

revival that swept Nigeria in the mid to late 20th century. 

The Global Pentecostal Wave (1950s–1970s)ere 

The 1950s to 1970s marked a period of intensified global Pentecostal 

influence in Nigeria, often referred to as the second wave of Pentecostal expansion. 

This wave was characterised by direct missionary engagements from classical 

Pentecostal denominations in North America and Europe, such as the Assemblies of 

God, the Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee), and the Foursquare Gospel Church. 

These missions introduced structured doctrines emphasising Spirit baptism, speaking 

in tongues, divine healing, and eschatological teachings.
6
 Unlike the earlier Aladura 

and indigenous revivalist movements, these foreign Pentecostal missions brought 

formal theological training, Bible schools, and ecclesiastical structures that laid the 

foundation for Pentecostal denominationalism in Nigeria.
7
 The Assemblies of God, 

for instance, established theological colleges and supported the training of Nigerian 

leaders who would later become influential pastors and church planters. 

This period also witnessed the increasing interaction between Nigerian 

Pentecostals and international revival currents, especially those from the American 

Pentecostal and Evangelical scenes. Influential revivalists such as T. L. Osborn, 

Gordon Lindsay, and Morris Cerullo held crusades in major Nigerian cities, attracting 

large crowds and reinforcing a theology of miracles, healing, and personal prosperity.
8
 

                                                           
4
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These international crusades resonated with Nigerians facing socio-economic and 

political instability during the post-independence era. As Nigeria transitioned from 

colonial rule to independence in 1960, Pentecostalism offered a hopeful, empowering 

alternative to both traditional religions and mission-based Christianity, which many 

perceived as Eurocentric and spiritually stagnant.
9
 Consequently, Pentecostal beliefs 

began to permeate beyond church walls into schools, market spaces, and political 

discourse, signalling the start of a broader religious transformation in the country. 

Additionally, this global wave led to the emergence of indigenous Pentecostal 

churches that, while influenced by foreign missions, forged independent identities and 

localized expressions of faith. Churches such as the Gospel Faith Mission 

International (GOFAMINT) and the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) 

began as small revivalist fellowships but grew exponentially by appropriating both 

global Pentecostal themes and African socio-religious contexts.
10

 These churches 

placed heavy emphasis on holiness, spiritual gifts, evangelism, and community 

development. By the late 1970s, university-based Christian fellowships like the 

Scripture Union and the Nigeria Fellowship of Evangelical Students (NIFES) began 

producing a new crop of charismatic leaders who would later pioneer megachurches 

and shape what would become known as the "Third Wave" or Neo-Pentecostal 

movement.
11

The global Pentecostal wave of the 1950s to 1970s, therefore, not only 

deepened doctrinal Pentecostalism in Nigeria but also prepared the ground for the 

explosive growth and social engagement of Pentecostalism in the decades that 

followed. 

The Neo-Pentecostal Surge (1980 to Present) 

The 1980s marked a turning point in the development of Pentecostalism in 

Nigeria, ushering in what scholars describe as the Neo-Pentecostal or Charismatic 

phase. Unlike classical Pentecostal denominations, which were largely 

denominational and structured, the Neo-Pentecostal churches emphasized fluid 

                                                           
9
 Ojo, M. A. (2006). The End-Time Army: Charismatic Movements in Modern Nigeria. Africa World 

Press. 
10

 Ukah, A. (2007). African Christianities: Features, promises and problems. In A. Adogame, R. 

Gerloff & K. Hock (Eds.), Christianity in Africa and the African Diaspora: The Appropriation of a 

Scattered Heritage (pp. 189–209). Continuum. 
11

 Obadare, E. (2018). Pentecostal Republic: Religion and the Struggle for State Power in Nigeria. Zed 

Books. 
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ecclesiastical identities, contemporary worship styles, personal prosperity, and 

charismatic leadership.
12

 This phase of the movement was spearheaded by a new 

generation of educated, urban-based leaders who emerged from university Christian 

fellowships such as the Scripture Union (SU), Nigeria Fellowship of Evangelical 

Students (NIFES), and campus-based Pentecostal student groups. These groups 

provided the platform for theological formation, spiritual empowerment, and 

leadership grooming that birthed megachurch founders such as Pastor Enoch Adeboye 

(RCCG), Bishop David Oyedepo (Winners’ Chapel), and Pastor Chris Oyakhilome 

(Christ Embassy).
13

 

Neo-Pentecostalism differentiated itself from earlier Pentecostal expressions 

by emphasizing a theology of dominion, faith confession, and prosperity. It responded 

to the socio-economic challenges of Nigeria’s structural adjustment era (1980s–

1990s), offering hope and empowerment in the face of widespread poverty, political 

corruption, and disillusionment.
14

 The “prosperity gospel” and “word of faith” 

theology became dominant features of Neo-Pentecostal preaching, teaching that faith 

in God would result in financial breakthroughs, success, and victory over life’s 

adversities.
15

 At the same time, these churches redefined the notion of spirituality, 

replacing rigid asceticism with positive confessions, upward mobility, and 

entrepreneurial spirituality. Services became multimedia spectacles, incorporating 

modern technology, music, and theatrical sermons designed to appeal to the urban 

middle class and youth culture. 

Moreover, the Neo-Pentecostal movement has significantly reshaped Nigeria’s 

socio-political and cultural landscape. Megachurches such as the Redeemed Christian 

Church of God (RCCG), Living Faith Church Worldwide (Winners’ Chapel), and 

Mountain of Fire and Miracles Ministries (MFM) have built expansive networks of 

schools, universities, hospitals, and media houses.
16

 These churches have extended 
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their influence into politics, civil society, and global missionary enterprises, 

contributing to a redefinition of religious authority in the Nigerian public sphere.
17

 

Neo-Pentecostal leaders are increasingly viewed as moral voices, political advisors, 

and brokers of social capital. This has sparked both admiration and criticism, as 

concerns have been raised about authoritarian leadership styles, commercialisation of 

religion, and theological shallowness.
18

 Nevertheless, the Neo-Pentecostal surge 

continues to dominate the Nigerian religious space, evolving dynamically to address 

changing societal conditions and aspirations. 

Social Impacts of Pentecostal Revival: 

Redefining Public Morality and Personal Transformation 

One of the most significant contributions of the Neo-Pentecostal movement in 

Nigeria has been its role in redefining public morality and promoting personal 

transformation. Unlike earlier religious expressions that focused primarily on 

sacraments and institutional piety, Neo-Pentecostalism emphasises a transformative 

relationship with God that manifests in moral uprightness, ethical living, and personal 

responsibility.
19

 Preaching in these churches often targets issues such as corruption, 

sexual immorality, dishonesty, and laziness, presenting them as spiritual problems 

requiring repentance and regeneration. The message of being “born again” is central, 

offering adherents a radical new identity in Christ that challenges traditional norms 

and compels a break from past lifestyles.
20

 Through this, Pentecostalism has provided 

a framework for moral reform in both private and public spheres. 

This transformation is not confined to individual character but extends into 

professional and civic life. Neo-Pentecostal leaders often preach that integrity, 

diligence, and excellence are vital Christian virtues that must be manifested in 

everyday life, especially in the workplace, politics, and business.
21

 In a country where 
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systemic corruption and public mistrust of institutions are rampant, this moral 

narrative resonates deeply with a population longing for ethical change. Churches run 

leadership seminars, business empowerment programs, and social campaigns that 

seek to instill a culture of transparency and accountability. The personal testimonies 

of reformed individuals, from former cultists to ex-criminals and corrupt politicians, 

are regularly shared during services, reinforcing the idea that spiritual rebirth leads to 

tangible moral renewal.
22

 

Moreover, Neo-Pentecostal churches have positioned themselves as moral 

watchdogs in the national space, often speaking out against societal ills and providing 

alternative moral visions for governance and development. Pastors frequently address 

current events and public policy from the pulpit, calling for national repentance and 

value reorientation. This moral engagement has not been without controversy, as 

critics accuse some Pentecostal leaders of selective morality and alignment with 

political elites.
23

 However, the overarching emphasis on moral consciousness and 

personal transformation continues to inspire many Nigerians to pursue self-discipline, 

reject bribery and nepotism, and embrace values that promote communal well-being.
24

 

In this sense, Neo-Pentecostalism has become both a religious and civic force, 

redefining what it means to live a moral life in contemporary Nigeria. 

Economic Empowerment and the Prosperity Gospel 

The Neo-Pentecostal movement in Nigeria has not only redefined spirituality 

but has also offered a compelling narrative of economic empowerment through the 

theology of prosperity. At the core of this theology is the belief that divine blessing 

encompasses material wealth, success, and physical well-being, all accessible through 

faith, positive confession, and generous giving to God.
25

The prosperity gospel, which 

emerged prominently in the 1980s and 1990s, was significantly influenced by 

American televangelists such as Kenneth Hagin, Kenneth Copeland, and Oral 

Roberts. Nigerian Pentecostal leaders like Bishop David Oyedepo and Pastor Chris 
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Oyakhilome localized this theology, crafting sermons and books that spoke to the 

economic hardships of a population affected by military rule, unemployment, and 

Structural Adjustment Program (SAP)-induced austerity.
26

 For many, the message 

that “poverty is not a Christian virtue” was both liberating and empowering. 

This gospel of wealth is often linked to faith-based entrepreneurship and the 

teaching that financial success is both a sign of divine favor and a Christian 

obligation. Churches run seminars, workshops, and mentorship programs on business 

development, investment, and wealth creation.
27

 Mega-congregations like Winners’ 

Chapel and the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) have established 

financial institutions, schools, and universities, projecting a vision of holistic human 

development. Members are encouraged to tithe, sow seeds, and engage in kingdom-

focused investments with the assurance of divine multiplication.
28

 These teachings 

have contributed to a strong work ethic and entrepreneurial spirit among many 

Pentecostals, especially within the urban middle class. For numerous adherents, the 

church has become not only a spiritual refuge but also a hub of economic 

empowerment, career advancement, and professional networking. 

However, the prosperity gospel has also provoked criticism for its perceived 

commodification of faith and overemphasis on material success. Critics argue that the 

theology often overlooks structural economic injustices and promotes a transactional 

view of God, where giving is primarily aimed at receiving material rewards.
29

 

Furthermore, the burden of sacrificial giving can place financial strain on the poor, 

who are often the most zealous contributors. Yet, for many Nigerian Pentecostals, this 

gospel remains a source of hope and aspiration. It challenges the fatalism of poverty, 

inspires entrepreneurial agency, and fosters an ethos of possibility in a socio-

economic climate marked by inequality and instability.
30

 In this sense, Pentecostalism 
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has not only spiritualized economic development but has also reimagined the 

pathways to upward mobility in contemporary Nigerian society. 

Education and Human Capital Development 

The Pentecostal movement in Nigeria has made substantial contributions to 

education and human capital development, positioning itself as a transformative force 

beyond spiritual renewal. Since the 1980s, leading Pentecostal churches have invested 

heavily in formal education as a strategy for social change and leadership formation.
31

 

Institutions such as Covenant University (established by Winners’ Chapel), 

Redeemer’s University (by the Redeemed Christian Church of God), and Landmark 

University are examples of world-class private universities established by Pentecostal 

bodies. These institutions emphasize academic excellence, moral integrity, and 

entrepreneurial skills, aligning with the Pentecostal theology of holistic human 

development.
32

 Through these universities and affiliated secondary and primary 

schools, Pentecostal churches have promoted an integrated model of education that 

nurtures both spiritual values and professional competencies. 

Moreover, many Pentecostal churches have created informal education and 

training platforms that foster leadership, business acumen, and life skills. Bible 

colleges, pastoral training centres, vocational institutes, and leadership seminars are 

regularly organised to empower members for societal impact.
33

 Youth empowerment 

is particularly emphasized, with church-based initiatives offering scholarships, 

mentorship, ICT training, and job placement services. These efforts have played a 

critical role in equipping a new generation of Nigerians with the skills and confidence 

to compete in a globalised economy.
34

 The emphasis on education within 

Pentecostalism also reflects its theology of excellence and dominion, which teaches 

that believers are destined to lead and influence all spheres of society, including 

education, politics, media, and business. 
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Critics, however, have raised concerns about access and equity, noting that 

many Pentecostal-owned universities and schools remain unaffordable for the average 

church member.
35

 This raises questions about the alignment of these educational 

ventures with the church's professed mission to serve the poor and marginalised. 

Despite this, Pentecostal investments in education have undeniably enhanced human 

capital development in Nigeria, especially by providing alternative models to the 

underfunded public education system.
36

 In a country where youth unemployment and 

educational decline are persistent challenges, Pentecostalism has offered vision-driven 

responses that combine faith, discipline, and entrepreneurship. Through its focus on 

education, the movement continues to shape not only minds but also values and 

aspirations, thereby contributing to Nigeria’s broader developmental agenda. 

Political Engagement and Nation Building 

In recent decades, the Pentecostal movement in Nigeria has moved beyond the 

confines of personal spirituality and ecclesiastical affairs into the broader arena of 

political engagement and nation building. This shift is driven by the belief that 

Christians, as "the light of the world," have a divine mandate to influence governance 

and national transformation.
37

 Pentecostal leaders have increasingly utilised their 

platforms to speak on national issues such as corruption, elections, leadership failure, 

and moral decay. Churches have organized prayer rallies, political summits, and 

prophetic declarations aimed at shaping the spiritual and political destiny of Nigeria.
38

 

Notably, clerics like Pastor Tunde Bakare, Bishop David Oyedepo, and Pastor Enoch 

Adeboye have, at various times, engaged in public discourse on governance, with 

some even advising political leaders or supporting specific political agendas. 

The rise of Pentecostal political consciousness became especially prominent 

during Nigeria's transition from military to civilian rule in 1999. In this new 

democratic dispensation, Pentecostal voices grew louder in advocating for justice, 
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good governance, and value-driven leadership.
39

 Many pastors began urging their 

members to participate actively in elections, register as voters, and even run for public 

office. The Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) and the Pentecostal Fellowship of 

Nigeria (PFN) have served as major vehicles through which Pentecostal concerns are 

presented in the national policy space.
40

 Through these engagements, Pentecostalism 

has functioned not merely as a religious identity but also as a socio-political force 

aimed at shaping Nigeria’s democratic evolution and moral vision. 

Nevertheless, the increasing fusion of Pentecostal spirituality with political 

activism has sparked concerns about partisanship, clerical authoritarianism, and the 

theological justification of political power.
41

 Critics argue that while Pentecostal 

leaders rightly call for national righteousness, some have aligned too closely with 

ruling elites, thus compromising their prophetic role. Others point to a theology that 

sometimes equates divine favour with political success, thereby sacralising power in 

problematic ways.
42

 Yet, despite these criticisms, the Pentecostal movement continues 

to play a vital role in nation building by cultivating civic awareness, promoting ethical 

leadership, and instilling hope in a politically disillusioned populace. By encouraging 

political participation, advocating reforms, and offering moral guidance, 

Pentecostalism contributes to the re-imagination of Nigeria as a nation governed by 

justice, righteousness, and accountability. 

Challenges and Criticisms 

Despite its remarkable growth and social influence, the Pentecostal movement 

in Nigeria has not been without significant challenges and criticisms. A major concern 

is the commercialization of religion, especially within Neo-Pentecostal circles. The 

frequent emphasis on sowing financial seeds, tithing, and sacrificial offerings has led 

many to question whether faith is being commodified.
43

 Some Pentecostal leaders live 

flamboyant lifestyles, owning private jets and estates, which has sparked public 
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outrage, especially in a country grappling with poverty and inequality.
44

 This “gospel 

of wealth” is viewed by critics as exploitative, fostering a transactional faith where 

divine blessings are seemingly reserved for the highest givers.
45

 This model also risks 

alienating the economically disadvantaged who may struggle to meet the financial 

demands of their religious communities. 

In addition, concerns have been raised about authoritarian leadership styles 

within some Pentecostal churches. Many Pentecostal ministries are founded and 

controlled by a central charismatic figure, whose authority is often unquestionable.
46

 

These leaders frequently exercise unaccountable control over church governance, 

doctrine, and finances. In some cases, dissenting voices within the church are 

suppressed, and issues of pastoral succession and internal democracy are often 

opaque. Furthermore, theological shallowness has also been cited as a challenge, with 

some churches focusing on prophecy, miracles, and emotional worship to the neglect 

of rigorous biblical teaching and ethical discipleship.
47

 This sometimes fosters 

superficial spirituality and leaves congregants ill-prepared for critical engagement 

with the complexities of modern society. 

Another major criticism concerns the role of some Pentecostal churches in 

perpetuating political partisanship and aligning too closely with ruling elites. While 

Pentecostalism has contributed to civic mobilisation, its engagement with politics has 

occasionally compromised its prophetic voice.
48

 Leaders who openly endorse 

candidates or parties are often accused of seeking influence and favour rather than 

promoting justice or accountability. Additionally, some Pentecostal teachings 

reinforce patriarchal norms and may be slow to embrace gender equality, especially in 

leadership roles.
49

 Despite these criticisms, it is important to acknowledge that many 
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Pentecostal churches are actively working to address these issues, introducing reforms 

in financial transparency, theological education, and gender inclusion. Nonetheless, 

the movement’s long-term credibility and relevance will depend on how it confronts 

these internal and external challenges while remaining faithful to its spiritual and 

social mission. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The Pentecostal movement in Nigeria has evolved into one of the most 

influential religious and socio-political forces in the nation’s contemporary history. 

From its early 20th-century roots in indigenous spiritual awakening through the 

Aladura movement, to its encounter with global Pentecostalism in the mid-20th 

century, and the rise of Neo-Pentecostalism from the 1980s onward, Pentecostalism 

has consistently demonstrated its capacity for adaptability, innovation, and relevance. 

It has offered millions of Nigerians a renewed spiritual identity, a sense of purpose, 

and a platform for socio-economic mobility in the midst of national instability, 

poverty, and political dysfunction. 

The movement’s impact goes far beyond the confines of religious worship. 

Pentecostal churches have established educational institutions, promoted 

entrepreneurship, and influenced public discourse on governance and morality. They 

have redefined notions of success and destiny, inspired civic engagement, and 

contributed to a new political consciousness, particularly among Nigeria’s youth. 

However, this progress is not without contradiction. Issues such as the 

commercialization of faith, lack of theological depth, gender inequality, and political 

entanglements pose serious challenges to the credibility and sustainability of the 

movement’s social influence. 

For Pentecostalism in Nigeria to fulfill its prophetic and transformative 

mandate, it must continue to evolve, deepening its theological engagement, upholding 

transparency, championing justice, and remaining grounded in the core Christian 

principles of love, service, and accountability. As Nigeria confronts a critical moment 

in its social and political history, Pentecostalism stands as both a mirror and a 

potential catalyst for national renewal. Its continued relevance will depend on how 

effectively it negotiates the tension between spiritual revival and social responsibility 

in the years to come. 
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