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Abstract 

Christian missionary work in Northern Nigeria represents one of the most complex and 

contested chapters in African religious history, characterized by persistent struggle 

against deeply entrenched Islamic institutions, restrictive colonial policies, and 

profound cultural resistance. This study examines the historical trajectory, challenges, 

and contemporary prospects of Christian missionary endeavors in Northern Nigeria 

from the nineteenth century to the present. The research adopts a qualitative literature 

review methodology, drawing extensively from secondary sources including scholarly 

articles, historical documents, and missionary records. The study identifies that 

missionary efforts in Northern Nigeria have been shaped by five distinct historical 

phases, each marked by varying degrees of success and failure. Key findings reveal that 

the primary challenges confronting Christian missions include the formidable obstacle 

of Islam, restrictive colonial policies under indirect rule, cultural and linguistic 

barriers, the failure of direct evangelization strategies, and limited colonial government 

support. Despite these formidable challenges, significant prospects were identified, 

including the growth of indigenous church leadership, expansion of educational and 

medical missionary work, increasing religious freedom in contemporary Nigeria, and 

the rise of Pentecostal and charismatic movements.  The resilience of the Christian 

community and strategic adaptations have created meaningful opportunities for 

continued growth and impact. It recommends that missionary organizations adopt 

culturally sensitive approaches, prioritize indigenous leadership development, invest in 

sustainable educational and healthcare initiatives, foster interfaith dialogue, and adapt 

to contemporary security challenges. 
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Introduction 

The history of Christian missionary activity in Northern Nigeria presents a compelling paradox: 

despite centuries of effort, substantial investment, and the dedication of countless missionaries, 

Christianity has struggled to establish a firm foothold in a region that remains predominantly Muslim. 

This study is motivated by the need to understand why Christian missionary endeavors in Northern 

Nigeria have experienced such limited success compared to other regions of Nigeria, and to identify 

the factors that have shaped this unique trajectory. As Ayandele (1966) observed, the attention of 

Europe was shifted to introducing Christianity to Northern Nigeria, yet the results remained 

disproportionately modest compared to the efforts invested. The persistence of this historical puzzle 
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demands scholarly attention, particularly as Northern Nigeria continues to experience religious 

tensions and conflicts that have significant implications for national stability and interfaith relations. 

 

Northern Nigeria, comprising the largest geographical region of the country with a population that is 

overwhelmingly Muslim, has historically presented formidable challenges to Christian missionary 

work. Islam established itself in the region as early as the eleventh and thirteenth centuries through 

Bornu and Hausa respectively, but it was the Fulani Jihad of 1804 led by Uthman dan Fodio that 

decisively transformed the religious landscape, creating a powerful Islamic caliphate that spanned 

much of the region (Crampton, 1976). This established Islamic order created a socio-political system 

in which Christianity was viewed with suspicion as a foreign religion associated with European 

colonialism.  

 

As Ikenga-Metuh (1985) noted, the encounter between Islam and Christianity in Northern Nigeria 

was not primarily a contest over proselytization of Muslims, but rather a struggle for the conversion 

of adherents of traditional religions caught between two competing universalist faiths. The British 

colonial administration's adoption of indirect rule further complicated this dynamic, as Lord Lugard 

and his successors pursued policies that restricted missionary access to Muslim areas in order to 

maintain political stability (Okoye & Pongou, 2017). These policies, while pragmatic from an 

administrative perspective, effectively limited the scope of Christian evangelism and contributed to 

the enduring religious divide that characterizes Northern Nigeria today. 

 

The objectives of this study are threefold: first, to provide a comprehensive historical overview of 

Christian missionary endeavors in Northern Nigeria, identifying the key phases, actors, and strategies 

that have shaped the development of Christianity in the region; second, to analyze the primary 

challenges that have hindered missionary success, including Islamic resistance, colonial policies, 

cultural barriers, and missiological approaches; and third, to examine the contemporary prospects for 

Christian missions in Northern Nigeria, considering both the opportunities and ongoing obstacles that 

shape the future of Christianity in the region.  

 

The study employs a qualitative literature review methodology, drawing on secondary sources 

including scholarly monographs, journal articles, historical documents, and missionary records to 

construct a nuanced understanding of this complex historical phenomenon. This methodological 

approach is particularly appropriate given the historical nature of the research question and the need 

to synthesize diverse perspectives from scholars who have examined this subject from various 

disciplinary angles. The significance of this study lies in its contribution to the broader understanding 

of Christian-Muslim relations in Africa, the historical dynamics of missionary work in challenging 

contexts, and the contemporary religious landscape of Nigeria.  

 

Scholars such as Ayandele (1966), Crampton (1976), Ikenga-Metuh (1985), and Orugbani and Sef 

(2008) have provided valuable insights into various aspects of this history, yet a comprehensive 

synthesis that addresses both historical challenges and contemporary prospects remains needed. This 

study addresses this gap by integrating historical analysis with contemporary perspectives, offering a 

holistic examination of Christian missionary endeavors in Northern Nigeria that is relevant for 

scholars, missiologists, and practitioners alike. 

 

Conceptual Review of Terms 

a. Christianity 

The term Christianity derives from the Greek word Christos, meaning "anointed one," which itself 

translates the Hebrew Meshiach (Messiah). Historically, Christianity emerged as a Jewish sect in the 
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first century CE, centered on the life, teachings, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, whom 

followers believed to be the promised Messiah and Son of God (Shelley, 2008). Over the subsequent 

two millennia, Christianity evolved from a small Palestinian movement into a global religion with 

diverse theological traditions, liturgical practices, and cultural expressions. The essential core of 

Christian faith, as articulated in the Nicene Creed and other foundational documents, includes belief 

in one God existing in three persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), the incarnation of God in Jesus 

Christ, his atoning death and resurrection, and the promise of eternal life for those who believe. 

However, as Nwadialor (2010) emphasizes, Christianity is not merely a set of abstract beliefs but a 

living faith that has been shaped by and has shaped diverse cultural contexts throughout its history. 

 

In the African context, Christianity has taken on distinctive characteristics that reflect the continent's 

rich cultural heritage and the particular historical circumstances of its introduction. As Okpalike and 

Nwadialor (2015) observe, the Christianity that was planted in Africa by European missionaries was 

often presented as inseparable from Western civilization, creating tensions between the universal 

claims of the gospel and the particular cultural forms in which it was expressed. African theologians 

and church leaders have subsequently worked to develop forms of Christianity that are authentically 

African while remaining faithful to the core tenets of the faith.  

 

Mbiti (1969) famously argued that Africans have a profound sense of the spiritual that makes them 

naturally receptive to Christianity, though the forms in which Christianity was presented by 

missionaries often failed to resonate with African worldviews. This tension between the universal 

gospel and particular cultural expressions remains a central theme in African Christianity and is 

particularly relevant to understanding missionary endeavors in Northern Nigeria. For the purposes of 

this study, Christianity is understood as the religious tradition centered on faith in Jesus Christ as 

Lord and Savior, characterized by commitment to the authority of Scripture, participation in the 

sacramental life of the church, and the imperative to share the gospel with others through evangelism 

and missionary work. 

 

Christian Missionary Endeavors 

The concept of Christian missionary endeavors encompasses the range of activities undertaken by 

individuals and organizations to spread the Christian faith, establish churches, and promote Christian 

values in contexts where Christianity is not the dominant religion. The term "mission" derives from 

the Latin missio, meaning "sending," and reflects the theological conviction that God sends the church 

into the world to proclaim the gospel and make disciples of all nations (Matthew 28:19-20). As Tucker 

(1985) explains, Christian missions have taken various forms throughout church history, from the 

apostolic missions of the early church to the monastic missions of the medieval period, the colonial 

missions of the modern era, and the indigenous missions of the contemporary global South. The 

common thread linking these diverse expressions is the conviction that Christians have a 

responsibility to share their faith with others and to work for the transformation of individuals and 

societies through the gospel. 

 

In the Nigerian context, Christian missionary endeavors have been particularly associated with the 

activities of European and American missionary societies that began arriving in the nineteenth 

century. As Okpalike and Nwadialor (2015) document, the principal missionary societies working in 

Nigeria included the Anglican Church Missionary Society (CMS), the Wesleyan Methodist 

Missionary Society, the United Presbyterian Church of Scotland, the Southern Baptist Convention, 

and the Catholic Society of African Missions (SMA). Each of these societies brought distinctive 

theological emphases and missionary methods, yet they shared a common commitment to 

evangelism, church planting, education, and medical work. The "Bible and Plough" philosophy 
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articulated by Thomas Fowell Buxton exemplified the integrated approach that characterized much 

nineteenth-century missionary work, combining evangelism with agricultural development, 

education, and legitimate commerce as means of transforming African societies (Okeke, 2006). This 

holistic approach to mission reflected the conviction that Christianity had implications for every 

aspect of human life, not merely the spiritual realm.  

 

For this study, Christian missionary endeavors are understood as the intentional, organized efforts to 

proclaim the Christian gospel, establish Christian communities, and promote Christian values in 

Northern Nigeria. This encompasses not only the direct evangelistic activities of missionaries but also 

the educational, medical, and social welfare work that has often accompanied missionary presence. 

It also includes the efforts of African Christians who have taken up the missionary task, particularly 

as indigenous churches have grown and developed their own missionary vision. 

 

Brief Overview of Northern Nigeria 

Northern Nigeria constitutes the largest geographical region of the country, encompassing 

approximately three-quarters of Nigeria's total land area and comprising thirteen provinces including 

Sokoto, Katsina, Kano, Bornu, Zaria, Niger, Kaduna, Bauchi, Plateau, Adamawa, Benue, and Ilorin 

(Crampton, 1976). The region is characterized by significant ethnic diversity, with over two hundred 

of Nigeria's approximately 250 ethnic groups residing in the North, though the Hausa and Fulani 

peoples constitute the largest and most politically dominant groups. The River Niger serves as a 

natural boundary between the North and South, and the region's savanna climate has historically 

supported agriculture, pastoralism, and trade, creating the basis for the prosperous city-states and 

empires that flourished in the pre-colonial period. Ayandele (1966) observed that European explorers 

such as Hugh Clapperton and Heinrich Barth reported that Northern Nigerians were more civilized, 

industrialized, and prosperous than their southern counterparts, which paradoxically increased 

missionary interest in the region while also creating obstacles to evangelization. 

 

Politically and socially, Northern Nigeria has been shaped by the legacy of the Sokoto Caliphate, 

established through the Fulani Jihad of 1804 led by Uthman dan Fodio. This Islamic state 

consolidated control over the Hausa city-states and established a sophisticated administrative system 

based on Islamic law and governance that persisted until the British conquest at the turn of the 

twentieth century. As Ikenga-Metuh (1985) explains, the Caliphate created a unified political 

structure that was also a religious community, with the Emirs serving as both political rulers and 

religious leaders. This fusion of political and religious authority meant that conversion to Christianity 

was not merely a religious decision but also a political act that could have serious social and economic 

consequences. The British colonial administration, recognizing the strength of this system, adopted 

indirect rule in the North, governing through the existing Emirate structure and agreeing not to 

interfere with Islamic religion or institutions. 

 

Okoye and Pongou (2017) argue that this policy, while pragmatic, effectively restricted missionary 

access to Muslim areas and contributed to the limited success of Christian evangelism in the region. 

Economically and educationally, Northern Nigeria has historically lagged behind the South in terms 

of Western education and economic development, though it possesses significant agricultural and 

mineral resources. As Okoro (2018) documents, by 1914, there were 37,500 primary schools in the 

South compared to just 1,100 in the North, reflecting the different trajectories of educational 

development in the two regions. The religious landscape of Northern Nigeria is dominated by Islam, 

which according to various estimates accounts for the majority of the population, with traditional 

religions and Christianity comprising the remainder. 
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Historical Overview of Christian Missionary Endeavors in Northern Nigeria 

The history of Christian missionary activity in Northern Nigeria can be divided into five distinct 

phases, each characterized by different strategies, degrees of success, and relationships with colonial 

authorities. This periodization, while somewhat arbitrary, helps to illuminate the changing dynamics 

of missionary work in the region and the factors that have shaped its development over time. 

 

Phase One: 1688-1711 (Early Catholic Attempts) 

The first phase of Christian missionary activity in Northern Nigeria began with the efforts of the 

Catholic Church, specifically through the work of Peter Farde, a Franciscan brother from Belgium 

who was captured and enslaved by Muslims in Agadez, north of Kano. As Orugbani and Sef (2008) 

document, Farde's faithful service so impressed his master that the master's family converted to 

Christianity. After his escape and return to Europe, Farde's reports of his experiences in slavery 

motivated the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of Faith to send a mission to Bornu in 1705, 

led by Fr. Damiano da Rivoli, who possessed knowledge of Arabic and medicine. Other missionaries 

including Fr. Carlo di Geneva and Fr. Severino da Salista joined the mission in 1710, but all three 

died in Katsina in 1711. This early effort, while demonstrating the courage and dedication of the 

missionaries, failed to establish a lasting Christian presence in the region and was followed by more 

than a century of inactivity. As Ayandele (1966) notes, this early phase was characterized by high 

mortality rates and limited understanding of the cultural and religious context, factors that would 

continue to challenge missionary work in subsequent centuries. 

 

Phase Two: 1850-1883 (Crowther's Approach and Relative Success) 

The second phase of missionary activity began in 1850 and continued until 1883, representing a 

period of relative success characterized by Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther's strategy of indirect 

evangelization. Crowther, himself a former slave who had been educated in Sierra Leone and 

ordained as an Anglican priest, understood the importance of cultural sensitivity and relationships 

with Muslim rulers. As Ikenga-Metuh (1985) explains, Crowther sought the permission and 

protection of the Emirs for his work, recognizing that without their cooperation, effective evangelism 

would be impossible. His approach yielded tangible results, including the establishment of the first 

permanent Christian community in the North at Lokoja, where by 1871 there were approximately 

forty Christians among a population of five hundred. The first baptism in Northern Nigeria was 

administered at Igbebe in 1862, with eight adults and one child baptized. Crowther's cordial 

relationships with the Emirs led to invitations to establish stations at Kipo Hill (1875), Shonga (1879), 

and other locations, and the Sultan of Sokoto and various Emirs accepted Arabic Bibles from the 

CMS. However, as Ayandele (1980) notes, despite this apparent openness, virtually no Muslims 

converted to Christianity during this period; the Emirs' tolerance reflected their desire for trade and 

diplomatic relations rather than any openness to religious change. 

 

Phase Three: 1884-1904 (The Sudan Party and Failed Strategies) 

The third phase, from 1884 to 1904, witnessed the decline of Crowther's influence and the rise of 

European missionaries who adopted aggressive, confrontational strategies that proved 

counterproductive. Following allegations of moral laxity, incompetence, and misappropriation 

against Crowther and his African co-workers, the CMS decided in 1889 to form a "Sudan Party" of 

European missionaries to take over the evangelization of Northern Nigeria, with Crowther's authority 

limited to the southern part of the Niger Mission (Ikenga-Metuh, 1985). The Sudan Party, composed 

of young missionaries influenced by the Keswick tradition, abandoned Crowther's policy of indirect 

evangelization, enthusiasm for children to catch them young, and mutual respect and dialogue 

between Christianity and Islam. Rather, they went in for direct evangelization and adopted the policy 

of "cultural surrender," which entailed dressing like Muslims, eating Hausa food, speaking Hausa, 
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and imitating Hausa mannerisms (Orugbani & Sef, 2008). This policy was seen by both the British 

government and the Home Committee of the CMS as degrading the status of Europeans, and by 

Muslims as proof of the superiority of Muslim culture to European culture. The mission failed to win 

any converts and fell apart, with some members resigning and Brooke himself dying of blackwater 

fever in 1892. A subsequent "Hausa Party" led by Bishop Tugwell and Dr. Miller met with 

humiliation in Kano in 1899, where Emir Aliyu ordered them to leave and never return, an incident 

that embarrassed Lord Lugard and influenced his subsequent policy toward missionary work in the 

North. 

 

Phase Four: 1904-1940 (Restriction under Indirect Rule) 

The fourth phase, from 1904 to 1940, was characterized by the restriction of missionary work by the 

colonial government under the policy of indirect rule. As Ikenga-Metuh (1985) documents, the British 

administration adopted indirect rule in the Fulani-dominated emirates and other areas with centralized 

political systems, allowing the Emirs to rule over their people, collect taxes, and hold law courts as 

of old, with the government promising not to interfere in Islamic religion. While Lord Lugard 

reportedly had high respect for Christianity and Christian missionaries, he rigidly refused to impose 

Christianity on Muslims, maintaining that missionaries would only be allowed in Muslim areas at the 

invitation of the local ruler. Percy Girouard, who succeeded Lugard in 1907, applied indirect rule in 

its undiluted form, scrapping the CMS educational program and planning a new one based on Islam. 

Missionaries were allowed in "Sabongari" (strangers' quarters) but were not permitted to enter core 

Muslim areas. Ayandele (1980) records that persecution of Christians by Emirs and Residents 

intensified after 1906, with Christians being removed to distant places for forced labor, denied 

inheritance and possession of land, and subjected to various forms of discrimination. Even in "pagan" 

areas, many administrative officers became hostile to missionaries, with some ordering mission 

buildings to be demolished without justification. This period severely limited the growth of 

Christianity in the North. 

 

Phase Five: 1941 Onwards (The School Apostolate and Indigenous Growth) 

The fifth phase, from 1941 onwards, witnessed the growth of nationalism, the eventual independence 

of Nigeria in 1960, and the emergence of a "school apostolate" that proved more effective than direct 

evangelism in spreading Christianity. As Ikenga-Metuh (1985) explains, Christian missionaries had 

long emphasized education as a means of evangelization, and in the decade before independence, the 

number of secondary schools in Northern Nigeria multiplied by over one thousand percent, most of 

them controlled by missionaries and cited in "pagan" areas. The children of traditionalists who 

enrolled in mission schools often adopted Christianity as their religion, creating a foundation for the 

growth that continues to be sustained today by various Christian organizations working through 

indigenous agents. The revival being witnessed today in Northern Nigeria through missions like the 

Sudan Interior Mission (SIM) and the Sudan United Mission (SUM) is largely spearheaded by 

indigenous Christians who have taken responsibility for spreading the faith among their own people. 

As Stevens (2010) observes, while Christianity initially spread through foreign missionaries, to a 

large extent it has spread through natives to natives, with indigenous people now primarily 

responsible for spreading the Christian faith among one another in Northern Nigeria. 

 

Challenges of Christian Missionary Endeavors in Northern Nigeria 

Christian missionary endeavors in Northern Nigeria have confronted numerous and persistent 

challenges that have shaped the nature and extent of Christian presence in the region. These 

challenges, rooted in historical, religious, political, and cultural factors, have limited the success of 

missionary work and continue to affect Christian communities today. These include: 
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The Formidable Obstacle of Islam:  

The most significant challenge confronting Christian missionaries in Northern Nigeria has been the 

entrenched presence of Islam, which has functioned not merely as a religion but as a comprehensive 

social, political, and cultural system. As Crampton (1976) documents, Islam came to Northern 

Nigeria through the Kanem-Borno Empire in the eleventh century and the Hausa states in the 

thirteenth century, but it was the Fulani Jihad of 1804 that decisively transformed the region into a 

predominantly Muslim territory. By the time of the British conquest, approximately 50% of the 

population was Muslim, including virtually all the townspeople and the educated class. The Islamic 

system established by the Jihad created a unified political structure in which religious and political 

authority were fused, making conversion to Christianity a potentially treasonous act. As Orugbani 

and Sef (2008) explain, the Emirs who ruled under the Caliphate viewed Christian missionaries with 

suspicion, seeing them not only as religious competitors but also as potential agents of European 

imperialism. The Islamic educational system, centered on Quranic schools, provided an alternative 

to Western education that reinforced Islamic identity and created resistance to Christian evangelism. 

Moreover, as Ikenga-Metuh (1985) observes, Islam in Northern Nigeria had become an African 

religion that used African agents and was gradually assimilated without too great disruption in 

communal life, whereas Christianity was perceived as a foreign religion that demanded a radical 

break with African culture and social structures. 

 

Restrictive Colonial Policies under Indirect Rule:  

The British colonial administration's adoption of indirect rule in Northern Nigeria created a 

significant obstacle to Christian missionary work by effectively limiting missionary access to Muslim 

areas and protecting Islamic institutions. As Okoye and Pongou (2017) explain, the policy of indirect 

rule, established around 1900, meant that the protectorate of Northern Nigeria would be administered 

by the Emirs of the Islamic Sokoto Caliphate and the Islamic Borno Emirate, with the colonial 

government governing through traditional rulers rather than directly administering the territory. This 

policy strengthened the opposition of Islamic rulers to Christianity and actively discouraged 

missionary activities in the northern parts of the country. Lord Lugard, the first High Commissioner 

of Northern Nigeria, pursued what has been described as a "closed-door policy" against Christian 

missionaries, refusing to impose Christianity on Muslims and maintaining that missionaries would 

only be allowed in Muslim areas at the invitation of the local ruler (Pauline, 2005). Percy Girouard, 

who succeeded Lugard in 1907, applied indirect rule in its undiluted form, scrapping the educational 

programme of the CMS and planning a new one based on Islam. He circulated Crome's policy that 

banned Christian missions from Eastern Sudan in 1904 to the Residents and adopted it as ideal for 

Northern Nigeria. As Ayandele (1980) documents, Christian adherents were removed to distant 

places for forced labor, declared that they would be denied inheritance and possession of land, and 

subjected to various forms of discrimination. Even in "pagan" areas, administrative officers became 

hostile to missionaries, with some ordering mission buildings to be demolished without justification. 

This systematic restriction of missionary activity severely limited the growth of Christianity in the 

North. 

 

Cultural and Linguistic Barriers 

Cultural and linguistic barriers have posed significant challenges to Christian missionary work in 

Northern Nigeria, particularly given the diversity of ethnic groups and languages in the region. As 

noted earlier, Northern Nigeria is home to over two hundred ethnic groups, each with its own 

language, customs, and worldview. Rowland V. Bingham, founder of the Sudan Interior Mission, 

described the situation as a "perfect babel of languages," with over 400 languages and dialects spoken 

in Nigeria (Bingham, 1943). The requirement that missionaries learn local languages before they 

could effectively communicate the gospel created significant delays and difficulties, particularly 
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given the complexity of many Nigerian languages. As Maigadi (2006) explains, the SIM pioneers 

thought the Hausa language was a general language in West Africa, but on arrival in the field, they 

discovered the magnitude of the linguistic challenge. Those languages, as Bingham observed, were 

not simple in construction; they were very complex, many of them having the added difficulty of 

intonation. The translation of Scriptures into local languages was a painstaking process that required 

years of study and collaboration with indigenous speakers. Furthermore, cultural barriers extended 

beyond language to include differences in worldview, values, and social customs. As Donovan (1978) 

acknowledged, missionaries were often prepared theologically and spiritually but not culturally for 

the task given them, having no idea of the richness and importance of the cultures to which they were 

being sent. The failure of many missionaries to understand and respect African cultures created 

barriers to effective communication and trust. 

 

The Failure of Direct Evangelization Strategies 

The missionary strategies adopted in Northern Nigeria, particularly during the third phase of 

missionary activity, proved counterproductive and contributed to the limited success of Christian 

evangelism. The Sudan Party's policy of "cultural surrender," which involved dressing like Muslims, 

eating Hausa food, speaking Hausa, and imitating Hausa mannerisms, was seen by both the British 

government and the Muslim population as degrading and absurd. As Orugbani and Sef (2008) 

explain, the people saw the policy as childish, deceptive, and absurd, and it was counterproductive. 

Muslims saw what the missionaries did as proof of the superiority of Muslim culture to European 

culture, and therefore saw no reason to accept an inferior culture. The Emir, on the other hand, saw 

the missionaries as political spies. This failure of strategy was compounded by the abandonment of 

Crowther's policy of indirect evangelization, which had at least achieved relative success and 

maintained cordial relationships with Muslim rulers. The shift to direct evangelization and 

confrontation with Islam reflected a lack of understanding of the cultural and political context and a 

failure to appreciate the depth of Islamic commitment among the population. The humiliation of the 

Hausa Party in Kano, where Emir Aliyu ordered them to leave and never return, demonstrated the 

consequences of this aggressive approach. As Ayandele (1966) records, both Miller and Tugwell later 

described their journey as a colossal blunder. The failure of these strategies led to a shift in focus 

from attempting to convert Muslims to evangelizing adherents of traditional religions, a change that 

proved more fruitful but also reflected the limitations of direct evangelization in Muslim contexts. 

 

Limited Colonial Government Support and Competition from Islam 

The limited support provided by the colonial government to missionary work in Northern Nigeria, 

particularly in comparison to the support provided in the South, significantly constrained the 

expansion of Christianity. While the colonial government supported Christian missionaries in 

spreading the gospel in Eastern Nigeria, using British expeditionary forces to clamp down on hostile 

zones, the missionaries in the North received little or no such support. As Okoye and Pongou (2017) 

explain, if missionaries had the support of the administration, the opposition of the northern Emirs, 

like that of other rulers in the South, would have come to naught in the face of a superior British 

military force. However, the colonial government's fear of provoking rebellion among the Muslim 

population led it to restrict missionary activities rather than support them. This limited support was 

particularly evident in the area of education, where the government took primary responsibility for 

schooling in the North, in contrast to the South where missionaries controlled the majority of schools. 

As Okoro (2018) documents, by 1914 there were 37,500 primary schools in the South compared to 

just 1,100 in the North, reflecting the different levels of government and missionary involvement in 

education. Furthermore, the competition from Islam, which was already well-established and had the 

support of the political establishment, created a formidable obstacle to Christian evangelism. Islamic 
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institutions such as Quranic schools, mosques, and Islamic courts provided a comprehensive 

framework for life that made conversion to Christianity a radical and potentially costly decision. 

 

Prospects of Christian Missionary Endeavors in Northern Nigeria 

Despite the significant challenges that have historically confronted Christian missionary work in 

Northern Nigeria, there are meaningful prospects for continued growth and impact. These prospects, 

while tempered by ongoing difficulties, suggest that Christianity in Northern Nigeria has a viable 

future such as: 

 

Growth of Indigenous Church Leadership  

One of the most significant prospects for Christian missions in Northern Nigeria is the growth of 

indigenous church leadership, which has transformed Christianity from a foreign religion associated 

with colonialism into an authentically African faith. As Turaki (1999) explains, the history of 

missions in Northern Nigeria cannot be properly understood without recognizing the contribution of 

African missionaries and evangelists who often worked in difficult conditions and with limited 

resources. The development of indigenous leadership has been particularly evident in the work of the 

Sudan Interior Mission (SIM), which from its inception emphasized the training of local evangelists 

and church leaders. The Evangelical Church of West Africa (ECWA), which emerged from SIM's 

work, is now a fully indigenous denomination with its own leadership structures, theological 

institutions, and missionary vision. As Fuller (1977) observed, taking over responsibility means 

taking over the leadership; it is a change of leadership, of authority, of responsibility, and the next 

step in establishing the kind of indigenous church that was the goal from pioneer days. The growth 

of indigenous leadership has also been evident in the emergence of African Independent Churches 

and Pentecostal movements that are led by Africans and reflect African cultural values and spiritual 

sensibilities. 

 

Expansion of Educational and Medical Missionary Work 

The expansion of educational and medical missionary work has provided significant opportunities 

for Christian witness and service in Northern Nigeria. As Omoyajowo (2015) observes, when the 

missionaries arrived in Africa, they preached the gospel and taught their converts to read and write 

with English language, employing the only method known to them: Western education and culture. 

This educational work has continued to be a significant avenue for Christian presence and influence, 

with mission schools providing quality education that is often superior to government schools and 

that includes moral and religious instruction. The demand for Western education in Northern Nigeria 

has grown significantly, particularly since independence, as people have recognized its importance 

for economic advancement and social mobility. As Stevens (2010) notes, after the Second World 

War, there was a strong feeling in the North that the northerners were not keeping pace with the 

modern world and the benefits of modernity, leading to great demand for education. The government 

could not provide for this demand, so it gave grants to existing Christian missionary schools to expand 

their work, leading to a flourishing of educational work that continues to play a major role in the 

educational system of the North. Similarly, medical missionary work has provided opportunities for 

Christian witness and service, as missionary hospitals, dispensaries, and leprosy settlements have 

provided healthcare to communities that might otherwise lack access to medical services. 

 

Increasing Religious Freedom in Contemporary Nigeria 

The increasing religious freedom in contemporary Nigeria, despite ongoing challenges, provides 

significant prospects for Christian missionary work. The Nigerian constitution guarantees freedom of 

religion, and while this freedom is not always respected in practice, it provides a legal framework for 

Christian witness and church activity. The end of colonial rule and the transfer of political power to 
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Nigerians have also created opportunities for Christian participation in public life that were not 

available under colonial rule. As Okpalike and Nwadialor (2015) document, the desire for autonomy 

and independence of Nigerians in the mission churches was the genesis of the development that 

crystallized into what was known later as Nigerian nationalism as well as the struggle for political 

independence. This struggle for independence included the desire for religious freedom and the right 

to practice Christianity without interference from colonial authorities or Muslim rulers. The 

achievement of independence has not fully resolved these tensions, but it has created a context in 

which Christians can more freely organize, worship, and engage in missionary work. The growth of 

Christian organizations and institutions in Northern Nigeria, including churches, schools, hospitals, 

and NGOs, reflects this increased freedom and the expanding role of Christianity in the region. 

 

Rise of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements 

The rise of Pentecostal and charismatic movements has created significant prospects for Christian 

growth in Northern Nigeria, as these movements have proven particularly effective in attracting 

adherents through their emphasis on spiritual experience, healing, and prosperity. As Miller and 

Yamamori (2007) observe, the vitality of Christianity is moving from the Northern Hemisphere to 

South of the Equator, and the key engine driving this transformation is Pentecostalism. Pentecostal 

and charismatic movements, in all their multifaceted variety, constitute the fastest growing churches 

within Christianity today, not only in Africa but across the world. These movements have been 

particularly effective in Northern Nigeria because they address the spiritual concerns of Africans, 

including issues of sickness, evil spirits, and material deprivation that traditional missionary 

Christianity often failed to address adequately. As Chanda (2014) explains, missionaries failed to take 

into account seriously the struggles of Africans with disease and evil spirits as well as extreme 

material deprivation, leaving people profoundly disillusioned with the form of Christianity they had 

embraced. Pentecostal and charismatic churches, by contrast, have proceeded on the premise that 

preaching the Gospel has implications for both the body and the spirit, and that the Gospel has power 

to liberate people not only from sin but also from hostile evil forces. This emphasis on spiritual power 

and practical deliverance has resonated with many Nigerians and contributed to the growth of these 

movements. 

 

Adaptation to Contemporary Challenges and Indigenous Agency 

The adaptation of Christian missions to contemporary challenges, including insurgency, banditry, and 

religious violence, has created new opportunities for witness and service. As Boko Haram insurgency 

has caused significant humanitarian challenges in Northern Nigeria, Christian organizations have 

responded through humanitarian service, peacebuilding, and interfaith dialogue. The response of 

Christian organizations to the humanitarian crisis has demonstrated the compassion and commitment 

of the Christian community and has created opportunities for witness and service. The emphasis on 

religious freedom and human rights by Christian organizations has also contributed to advocacy for 

the rights of all Nigerians, regardless of their religious affiliation. Furthermore, the ongoing 

challenges have led to new forms of Christian presence and witness, including the use of media and 

technology to reach people who might not have access to traditional church structures. The growth 

of Christian radio and television broadcasting, online ministry, and social media engagement has 

created new opportunities for evangelism and discipleship that transcend geographical and security 

constraints. As noted by various scholars, despite the tensions, there are fervent believers interested 

in Christianity, and Christianity continues to thrive in Northern Nigeria through indigenous agency. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are offered for missionary 

organizations, churches, and individuals engaged in Christian missionary work in Northern Nigeria: 
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i. Adopt culturally sensitive approaches that respect and engage with the cultural and religious 

context of Northern Nigeria, avoiding confrontational strategies that have proven 

counterproductive and instead seeking dialogue and mutual understanding with Muslim 

communities. 

ii. Prioritize indigenous leadership development through theological education, mentorship, and 

the empowerment of local Christians to take leadership roles in evangelism, church planting, 

and pastoral ministry. 

iii. Invest in sustainable educational and healthcare initiatives that address the felt needs of 

communities and provide opportunities for Christian witness through service, recognizing that 

education and medical work have proven to be effective avenues for mission. 

iv. Foster interfaith dialogue and cooperation with Muslim leaders and communities, building 

relationships of trust and mutual respect that can create space for Christian witness and 

contribute to peace and social cohesion. 

v. Adapt to contemporary security challenges by developing strategies for ministry in contexts 

of conflict and insecurity, including the use of technology, the support of humanitarian work, 

and advocacy for religious freedom and human rights. 

 

Conclusion 

Christian missionary endeavors in Northern Nigeria have been characterized by persistent struggle 

against formidable obstacles, including the entrenched presence of Islam, restrictive colonial policies, 

cultural and linguistic barriers, failed evangelization strategies, and limited government support. 

Despite these challenges, the Christian presence in Northern Nigeria has endured and, in some 

respects, grown, particularly through the development of indigenous church leadership, the expansion 

of educational and medical work, and the rise of Pentecostal and charismatic movements. The future 

of Christian missions in Northern Nigeria depends on continued adaptation to changing 

circumstances, including contemporary security challenges, and the development of strategies that 

are culturally sensitive, relationally oriented, and focused on holistic witness through word and deed. 

The resilience of the Christian community in Northern Nigeria, the commitment of indigenous 

leaders, and the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit provide grounds for hope that Christianity will 

continue to grow and flourish in this challenging context. 
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