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ABSTRACT 

Christianity has been a major force in shaping Nigeria’s socio-political and economic 

development since its introduction by European missionaries in the 19th century. This 

paper examines Christianity’s contributions to Nigeria’s nation-building efforts, 

focusing on education, healthcare, moral reformation, and economic empowerment. It 

highlights its role in fostering social cohesion, advocating for ethical governance, and 

reducing societal inequalities. Despite these contributions, challenges such as inter-

religious conflicts, political manipulation, and denominational divisions persist. 

Through historical analysis and contemporary case studies, the study underscores 

Christianity’s transformative potential while offering recommendations for addressing 

its limitations and maximizing its impact on national unity and development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Nation-building is the process of fostering unity, development, and governance within a 

country to create a cohesive and prosperous society. It involves integrating diverse 

communities, promoting socio-economic development, and establishing a shared national 

identity. In a country as diverse as Nigeria, with over 250 ethnic groups and three major 

religions—Christianity, traditional and Islam. Nation-building is both a necessity and a 

challenge. Nigeria’s multi-ethnic and multi-religious composition often creates tensions that 

hinder the development of a unified national identity. However, religion, particularly 

Christianity, has played a significant role in shaping the country’s history and socio-political 

landscape. 

 

Christianity was introduced to Nigeria in phases. Its earliest contact occurred in the 15th 

century with Portuguese Catholic missionaries, who sought to convert coastal communities 
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in the Niger Delta. However, their efforts were limited in scope and short-lived, as traditional 

African religions and the transatlantic slave trade dominated the era. It wasn’t until the 19th 

century, with the arrival of British missionaries, that Christianity gained significant traction 

(Isichei, 1995). Missionary organizations such as the Church Missionary Society (CMS), the 

Methodist Mission, and the Roman Catholic Mission took the lead in spreading Christianity, 

particularly in southern and middle-belt Nigeria. 

 

The 19th-century missionary efforts extended beyond religious evangelism to include the 

establishment of schools, hospitals, and other social institutions. These initiatives introduced 

Western education, healthcare systems, and governance concepts, laying the foundation for 

Nigeria’s socio-economic development (Ayandele, 1966). Christianity’s contributions were 

not limited to institutional developments; it also championed moral and ethical reformation, 

condemning practices such as slavery, human sacrifices, and the killing of twins. Missionaries 

like Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther, the first African Anglican bishop, became symbols of 

Christianity’s transformative potential in African societies (Falola & Heaton, 2008). 

 

Despite its contributions, Christianity’s role in nation-building is not without challenges. The 

rise of inter-religious conflicts, particularly between Christians and Muslims, has strained 

relationships in some parts of the country. Political leaders have also exploited religious 

sentiments for personal and electoral gains, further complicating the nation-building process. 

Additionally, doctrinal divisions among Christian denominations have sometimes weakened 

the church’s collective influence. 

 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF CHRISTIANITY IN NIGERIA 

Early Contacts (15th–18th Century) 

Christianity’s first contact with Nigeria occurred in the 15th century when Portuguese 

explorers and Catholic missionaries arrived in the Niger Delta. Their primary aim was to 

spread Catholicism among coastal communities while engaging in trade, including the 

transatlantic slave trade. The Portuguese built churches and attempted to establish Christian 

communities, particularly in places like Warri and Benin. Notably, the Oba of Benin expressed 

interest in Christianity during this period, and some members of the royal family adopted the 

religion. However, these early efforts were short-lived and lacked widespread influence due 

to: 

• The dominance of traditional African religions, which were deeply rooted in the 

communities. 

• The Portuguese missionaries’ reliance on royal patronage, which limited their reach to 

the general population. 

• The devastating impact of the slave trade, which eroded trust between Europeans and 

local communities (Isichei, 1995). 

 

By the 18th century, Christianity’s influence in Nigeria had waned, overshadowed by the 

growing intensity of the transatlantic slave trade and Islamic expansion in northern Nigeria. 

 

The 19th Century: The Rise of Missionary Christianity 

The 19th century marked a significant turning point for Christianity in Nigeria with the arrival 

of British missionary societies. Unlike the earlier Portuguese efforts, the British missionaries 



Sapientia Global Journal of Arts, Humanities and Development Studies (SGOJAHDS), Vol.7 No.4 December, 2024; p.g. 183 – 190; ISSN: 
2695-2319 (Print); ISSN: 2695-2327 (Online) 

  

CHRISTIANITY AND ITS IMPACT ON NATION BUILDING: NIGERIA AS A CASE STUDY    185 

adopted a more structured and expansive approach, establishing mission stations, schools, 

and healthcare facilities. Key missionary organizations included: 

• The Church Missionary Society (CMS): Founded in 1799, the CMS focused on 

education, evangelism, and social reform. The CMS Grammar School, established in 

Lagos in 1859 was the first secondary school in Nigeria, setting the stage for Western 

education. 

• The Methodist Mission: Established in the 1840s, the Methodist Mission was 

particularly active in Yorubaland, where it introduced literacy programs and 

vocational training. 

• The Roman Catholic Mission: The Catholic Church re-established its presence in the 

mid-19th century, focusing on evangelism and healthcare, particularly in southeastern 

Nigeria. One of the most prominent figures of this era was Bishop Samuel Ajayi 

Crowther, a freed slave who became the first African Anglican bishop. Crowther’s 

translation of the Bible into Yoruba was a groundbreaking achievement that facilitated 

the spread of Christianity and literacy. He also promoted cultural preservation by 

advocating for the integration of African traditions into Christian practices (Falola & 

Heaton, 2008). 

 

Missionaries were also instrumental in addressing social issues such as slavery and harmful 

traditional practices. They advocated for the abolition of slavery and provided education and 

shelter to freed slaves in mission settlements like Abeokuta and Badagry (Ayandele, 1966). 

 

Regional Variations in the Spread of Christianity 

Christianity’s spread in Nigeria varied significantly across regions due to cultural, religious, 

and political factors: 

 

Southern Nigeria: Southern Nigeria was the primary focus of missionary activities due to the 

region’s openness to trade and European influence. The Yoruba, Igbo, and Efik communities 

were particularly receptive to Christianity, as missionaries emphasized education and 

healthcare alongside evangelism. By the late 19th century, southern Nigeria had become a 

stronghold for Christianity, with a growing network of schools and churches. 

 

Northern Nigeria: Northern Nigeria presented significant challenges to the spread of 

Christianity due to the dominance of Islam, which had been established in the region since 

the 11th century. The Fulani jihad of the early 19th century solidified Islamic rule in the north, 

making the region resistant to Christian missionary activities. Additionally, British colonial 

policies in northern Nigeria often restricted missionary activities to avoid conflicts with 

Muslim leaders. However, missionaries found some success in minority ethnic groups in the 

Middle Belt, such as the Tiv and Berom, who were less influenced by Islam (Kalu, 2008). 

 

Middle Belt Regions: The Middle Belt, comprising states like Plateau and Benue, became an 

area where Christianity flourished, particularly among non-Muslim ethnic groups. 

Missionaries established mission stations, schools, and health centers, which became central 

to the region’s development. Today, the Middle Belt remains a stronghold of Christianity in 

northern Nigeria. 
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Christianity in the 20th Century: Expansion and Institutionalization 

The 20th century saw the institutionalization and expansion of Christianity across Nigeria. 

Key developments during this period include: 

 

The Rise of African Independent Churches (AICs): By the early 20th century, indigenous 

Christians began to establish independent churches that combined Christian teachings with 

African cultural practices. Examples include the Aladura Movement in Yorubaland and the 

Ethiopian Church in eastern Nigeria. These churches emerged as a response to perceived 

discrimination within missionary churches and the desire for greater autonomy. 

 

Pentecostalism: Pentecostal Christianity began to gain prominence in Nigeria in the mid-20th 

century, marked by its emphasis on spiritual gifts, prosperity, and vibrant worship styles. 

Prominent Pentecostal churches, such as the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) and 

Living Faith Church (Winners’ Chapel), have since become major religious and socio-

economic forces in Nigeria. These churches often establish schools, universities, hospitals, and 

businesses, contributing significantly to national development (Ukah, 2016). 

 

The Role of Christianity in Independence Movements: Christian mission schools played a 

critical role in producing the leaders of Nigeria’s independence movement, such as Nnamdi 

Azikiwe, Obafemi Awolowo, and Herbert Macaulay. These leaders were products of 

missionary education, which emphasized leadership, critical thinking, and moral 

responsibility (Falola & Heaton, 2008). 

 

CHRISTIANITY IN THE CONTEMPORARY ERA 

Today, Christianity is one of the three dominant religions in Nigeria, with a significant 

presence in the south and Middle Belt regions. Modern Christian institutions continue to 

influence education, healthcare, and socio-economic development. However, challenges such 

as denominational divisions, political manipulation of religion, and inter-religious conflicts 

remain prevalent. 

 

The growth of mega churches and the global influence of Nigerian Pentecostalism have 

positioned Christianity as a significant socio-economic force. These churches frequently 

engage in community development projects, including building schools, hospitals, and 

vocational centers. Nonetheless, critics argue that some churches prioritize prosperity 

theology over addressing broader societal issues, raising questions about their long-term 

impact on nation-building (Nmah, 2012). 

 

Christianity in Northern Nigeria 

While Christianity thrived in the south, its penetration into northern Nigeria was limited due 

to the dominance of Islam and resistance from traditional rulers. However, the establishment 

of mission stations in regions like Plateau State marked the beginning of Christianity’s 

influence in northern Nigeria (Kalu, 2008). 

 

CHRISTIANITY IN MODERN NIGERIA 

The rise of mega churches and Pentecostal movements has transformed the role of 

Christianity in Nigeria. Churches like Winners’ Chapel and Redeemed Christian Church of 
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God have expanded their influence beyond spirituality, establishing universities, media 

houses, and businesses (Ukah, 2016). 

 

While these contributions are significant, the emphasis on prosperity theology has drawn 

criticism for prioritizing material wealth over spiritual and societal responsibilities. 

 

ROLE OF CHRISTIANITY IN NATION BUILDING 

Education and Literacy Development 

Christian missionaries revolutionized education in Nigeria by establishing schools that 

provided formal education and moral instruction. Some notable examples include: 

• CMS Grammar School (1859): The first secondary school in Nigeria, which produced 

notable leaders like Herbert Macaulay, who played a key role in Nigeria’s 

independence movement. 

• St. Gregory’s College (1928) and Queen’s College (1927): These schools emphasized 

academic excellence and leadership training, particularly empowering women to take 

active roles in society. 

 

Missionaries also translated the Bible into local languages, such as Yoruba, Igbo, and Efik, 

promoting literacy among indigenous populations. This was not merely a religious endeavor 

but also a cultural preservation effort that strengthened Nigeria’s linguistic heritage (Isichei, 

1995). 

 

Today, Christian organizations like the Catholic Church and the Anglican Communion 

continue to invest in education. Institutions like Covenant University and Veritas University 

are examples of Christian efforts to provide higher education that integrates moral and 

academic excellence. 

 

Healthcare 

Missionaries established some of Nigeria’s first modern healthcare facilities. Key examples 

include: 

• Sacred Heart Hospital (1895): Located in Abeokuta, it was one of the earliest hospitals 

to provide Western-style medical care. 

• Uzuakoli Leprosy Settlement: This center provided treatment and social reintegration 

for individuals with leprosy, a disease stigmatized in traditional Nigerian societies. 

 

Christian organizations remain central to Nigeria’s healthcare system. The Catholic Church 

operates over 400 hospitals and clinics, providing care in underserved rural areas (Nmah, 

2012). Programs targeting malaria eradication, maternal health, and HIV/AIDS prevention 

have saved countless lives and improved public health outcomes. 

 

Moral and Ethical Reformation 

Christianity has played a significant role in shaping Nigeria’s moral landscape. Missionaries 

actively opposed practices such as slavery, the killing of twins, and human sacrifices, 

advocating for human rights and social justice (Falola & Heaton, 2008). 

 

Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther’s advocacy for ethical leadership set a precedent for Christian 

involvement in governance. Today, Christian organizations such as the Christian Association 



Sapientia Global Journal of Arts, Humanities and Development Studies (SGOJAHDS), Vol.7 No.4 December, 2024; p.g. 183 – 190; ISSN: 
2695-2319 (Print); ISSN: 2695-2327 (Online) 

  

CHRISTIANITY AND ITS IMPACT ON NATION BUILDING: NIGERIA AS A CASE STUDY    188 

of Nigeria (CAN) and Pentecostal Fellowship of Nigeria (PFN) continue to champion 

transparency and anti-corruption campaigns. 

 

Economic Empowerment 

Christianity’s contributions to economic empowerment include: 

• Agricultural Training: Missionaries introduced modern farming techniques, boosting 

agricultural productivity and rural livelihoods. 

• Vocational Programs: Churches now run skill acquisition centers that train youth in 

areas like tailoring, carpentry, and ICT. 

• Microfinance Initiatives: Churches like the Redeemed Christian Church of God offer 

loans to small-scale entrepreneurs, enabling economic growth and poverty alleviation 

(Ukah, 2016). 

 

Social Cohesion 

In Nigeria, where ethnic and religious divisions often lead to conflict, Christianity has sought 

to promote unity through its teachings on love and forgiveness. Churches have been 

instrumental in fostering interfaith dialogue, particularly in conflict-prone regions like 

Plateau and Kaduna States. 

 

The Interfaith Mediation Centre in Kaduna, co-founded by Christian and Muslim leaders, 

exemplifies efforts to build bridges between religious groups. Its peacebuilding workshops 

have significantly reduced tensions in communities plagued by religious violence (Gaiya, 

2004). 

 

However, internal divisions among Christian denominations sometimes undermine these 

efforts. For example, doctrinal disagreements between Pentecostal, Catholic, and Protestant 

groups create barriers to collective action. 

 

CHALLENGES OF CHRISTIANITY IN NATION BUILDING 

Religious Conflicts 

Conflicts between Christians and Muslims have escalated in recent decades, particularly in 

northern Nigeria. These clashes, often driven by competition for political power and economic 

resources, undermine efforts to build a cohesive national identity (Balogun, 2011). 

 

Political Manipulation 

Politicians frequently exploit religious sentiments for electoral gains, deepening societal 

divisions. The alignment of political candidates with specific religious groups often fuels 

tensions and detracts from national issues (Osaghae & Suberu, 2005). 

 

Denominational Divisions 

Disagreements among Christian denominations weaken the church’s collective influence. For 

example, debates over doctrinal differences sometimes overshadow broader efforts to address 

societal challenges (Kalu, 2008). 

 

Recommendations 

 Strengthen interfaith collaborations to reduce religious conflicts. 

 Promote unity among Christian denominations to maximize impact. 
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 Discourage political manipulation of religious institutions. 

 Expand community development initiatives to address poverty and inequality. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Christianity has had a profound impact on Nigeria’s development, influencing various 

aspects of the nation’s socio-political and cultural framework. The religion’s emphasis on 

education, healthcare, and social welfare has contributed significantly to human capital 

development and the improvement of living standards. For instance, many of Nigeria’s top 

educational institutions and healthcare centers were established by Christian missions, setting 

a foundation for literacy, skill acquisition, and health care delivery. 

 

Moreover, Christianity has provided a moral compass for leadership and governance in 

Nigeria. The teachings of love, justice, honesty, and service have inspired many leaders and 

individuals to prioritize the common good over personal gain. By advocating for social justice, 

equality, and accountability, Christian leaders and institutions have played a role in 

promoting ethical governance and reducing corruption. 

 

Christianity also fosters unity and reconciliation, which are critical to nation-building in 

Nigeria’s diverse society. Through interdenominational and interfaith initiatives, Christian 

groups have worked to bridge ethnic, religious, and cultural divides, promoting peaceful 

coexistence and mutual respect among the population. Programs addressing issues like 

poverty, unemployment, and insecurity further showcase Christianity’s commitment to 

nation-building. 

 

However, to fully harness these benefits, Christian institutions must focus on inclusivity and 

collaboration. They should partner with the government, other religious organizations, and 

civil society to address pressing challenges such as inequality, poverty, and youth 

unemployment. By focusing on these areas, Christianity can serve as a unifying force, 

fostering a shared vision for national development. 

 

Ultimately, a renewed focus on moral integrity, service, and social justice can enable 

Christianity to drive transformative change in Nigeria. Having thoroughly studied the 

research topic, it is our conviction that the recommendations given above if properly or 

carefully carried out, the collaborative effort can lead to a more peaceful, equitable, and 

prosperous nation, ensuring that the values of faith shape the country’s future positively. 
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