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it will have a worldwide readership.”

—John R. Stott, from the Foreword
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“A PUBLISHING LANDMARK . . . ”  —John R. Stott

The Africa Bible Commentary is a unique 
publishing event—the first one-volume Bible 
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biblical texts that transcend Africa in their significance.
    The Africa Bible Commentary gives a section-by-
section interpretation that provides a contextual, readable, 
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Bible. Readers around the world will benefit from 

and appreciate the commentary’s fresh insights and 
direct style that engage both heart and mind.
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The Bible has an indispensable part to play in the church 
member’s personal discipleship and in the pastor’s preaching 
ministry. But this statement assumes that they can under-
stand it.  Hence the wonderful provision of the Africa Bible 
Commentary. One of the most significant recent develop-
ments in the churches of Africa is the rise of sound biblical 
scholarship. The church is fortunate indeed to see this 
resurgence in the continent that gave us such interpreters 
as Augustine and Athanasius.  The Africa Bible Commentary

is a publishing landmark, and I congratulate contributors 
and editors on their achievement. Its foundation is biblical, 
its perspective African, and its approach to controversial 
questions balanced.  I intend to use it myself in order to 
gain African insights into the Word of God. Indeed, I hope 
it will have a worldwide readership, so that we may better 
grasp ‘with all God’s people’ the full dimensions of Christ’s 
love (Eph 3:18). 

John Stott
December 2005

FOREWORD BY DR JOHN STOTT

The phenomenal growth of the church in Africa brings with 
it many challenges. One of these challenges is how to sus-
tain the numerical growth while ensuring that the faith of 
Christians is firmly grounded in the revealed and written 
word of God – the Holy Bible. Grounding the people’s faith in 
the Bible requires intensifying the teaching ministry of the 
church. This, in turn, creates a need for appropriate tools to 
assist pastors, seminarians, theologians, lay preachers and 
Christian Education teachers to teach effectively. The Africa
Bible Commentary written by African theologians has come 
at the right time!

What makes the Africa Bible Commentary unique and 
relevant is the fact that it has been written by African theo-
logians who love the Lord and are committed to the life of 
the church. They write out of their matured practical expe-
rience in teaching the Bible within the Christian community. 
The content of the commentary can thus be described as 
tried and tested material that will help others towards 
Christian maturity when prayerfully used.

In interpreting the biblical text, the authors have also 
been able to bring together Christian spirituality and the 
depth of their understanding of African culture and reli-
gion.

The Africa Bible Commentary will also be useful to Chris-
tians outside the African continent who want to enrich their 
own understanding of the Bible by stepping outside 
their own culture and experience. In so doing, they will gain 
insights into their own culture as well, for the African schol-
ars who contributed to the commentary also have a rich and 
varied experiences of the life of the church outside Africa. 

I wish to express my deepest appreciation to all those 
who contributed to the writing of this commentary and 
enthusiastically recommend it to Christians everywhere 
who want to understand the Bible in order to live out and 
share their faith.

The Most Rev. Dr Robert K. Aboagye-Mensah
Presiding Bishop

The Methodist Church, Ghana
February 2006

FOREWORD BY DR ABOAGYE-MENSAH
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Everything begins with an idea, a thought, or a concept. 
As the idea grows, possibilities begin to emerge, riding on 
the wings of creative thinking. It is like the seed in the 
parable of the Sower that falls on good soil and yields a 
bumper harvest (Matt 13:8). In the case of the Africa Bible 
Commentary (ABC), this harvest has sprung from an idea 
that began to grow in the minds of a number of African 
church leaders and a cross-section of overseas missionary 
partners working in Africa.

The History of the ABC
 In September 1994, representatives of Protestant 
churches, both ecumenical and evangelical, gathered 
in Nairobi, Kenya, for the Second Pan-Africa Christian 
Leadership Assembly (PACLA II). At this historic meeting, 
Christian leaders identified deficient knowledge of the 
Bible and faulty application of its teaching as the primary 
weakness of the church in Africa. They recognized that the 
church in Africa was a mile long in terms of quantity, but 
only an inch deep in terms of quality. The Bible needed 
to be interpreted and explained to the people in familiar 
language, using colloquial metaphors, African thought-
forms and nuances, and practical applications that fitted 
the African context. After all, God is closer to the people 
when he speaks in their language, as St Augustine of Hippo 
once said.
 Eventually a dream was born among the leadership of 
the Association of Evangelicals in Africa (AEA) for an 
African Bible Commentary produced by seventy African 
scholars and theologians, male and female, Francophone 
and Anglophone, who would both explain the text of all 
sixty-six books in the Bible and apply the Bible’s teaching 
to contemporary Africa. This commentary is the result 
of that dream—a fundamental resource for the church in 
Africa.

The Contents of the ABC
 The ABC is not a critical, academic, verse-by-verse 
commentary. Rather, it contains section-by-section exegesis 
and explanation of the whole Bible as seen through the 
eyes of African scholars who respect the integrity of the 
text and use African proverbs, metaphors, and stories to 
make it speak to African believers in the villages and cities 
across the entire continent. The application is both bold 
and faithful. Thus the ABC does not speak of a Black 
Jesus. To do so would be a travesty of the Bible story and 
cheap scholarship. Instead, the ABC is true to the text and 
honest to its context both in Bible days and in our day.
 The ABC is, in fact, a mini-library that equips pastors 
and teachers to teach the churches and encourages students 
and church members to study God’s word for themselves.

 Of special benefit are the up-to-date specialist articles 
dealing with burning issues and problems such as poverty, 
favouritism, HIV/AIDS, refugees, war, politics and so 
on. And all this information is in one volume, which is 
easy-to-use, easy to handle, surprisingly light to carry, 
and very affordable! Even better, it is being published in 
both English and French, and will soon be translated into 
several African languages.

Using the ABC
What can the ABC be used for? At the top of my list is 
personal devotion. As general editor, I had to critique and 
correct every manuscript. But after completing this task, 
I began to use the manuscripts for my quiet time. For the 
shorter books, I first read the entire book in the Bible and 
then the commentary on the book. For the longer books, 
I read between five and ten chapters a day and then read 
the corresponding commentary. My spiritual life has been 
enriched, and I strongly recommend this approach.
 I have also used portions of the ABC for my sermon 
preparation and pulpit ministry. While doing this, I have 
learned many new things about African peoples of whom 
I previously knew nothing. For example, until I read the 
ABC on Leviticus, I did not know about the Iraqw tribe in 
northern Tanzania who are of Semitic extraction and have 
much in common with the Hebrews.
 All of the ABC editors are seminary professors. All of 
them have used some portions of the ABC as part of their 
class lectures. In fact, some students at the NEGST who 
interacted with my own manuscript on 2 Peter sent me their 
comments, expressing their agreement or disagreement 
with what I had said. Such discussion is beneficial for all 
of us as we seek to understand and apply God’s Word. 
This experience confirms that the ABC will be a powerful 
resource book for fellowship group discussions and even 
for Sunday school classes in churches. I expect to find the 
ABC in every library of every Bible college, seminary, 
university and other institution of higher learning 
throughout Africa and beyond.
 I also strongly recommend the ABC to every missionary 
working in Africa or intending to serve in Africa as it will 
give them insights into the Scriptures and into Africa that 
can only benefit their ministry
 Though the ABC is written by Africans and primarily 
for Africans, it can be used with benefit by those who are 
not Africans. In fact, reading the Bible through African 
lenses may help to inspire others with the dynamism and 
excitement that is common in African churches.

  Tokunboh Adeyemo,
  General Editor, Africa Bible Commentary  
  February 2006
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The Africa Bible Commentary attempts to relate the Scriptures 
and African cultures and in so doing to seek ways in which 
the gospel may be seen to be relevant to African cultures. 
As we do this, we as readers and as writers need to avoid 
oversimplifications about the nature of this relationship.

What Is Culture?
Culture comprises far more than just music, dance, artefacts 
and the like. Our culture is our world view, that is, fundamental 
to our understanding of who we are, where we have come 
from and where we are going. It is everything in us and around 
us that defines us and shapes us. When we turn to Christ as 
Lord, we are turning over to him all that is in us, all that is 
about us and all that is around us that has defined and shaped 
us. Thus salvation encompasses not just our ‘souls’, but also 
our culture at its deepest level. We need to allow Scripture to 
become the interpreter of who we are in the specific concrete 
sense of who we are in our cultures and traditions.

What Is Scripture?
But acknowledging the centrality of Scripture to our identity 
does not mean that we demonize our own traditional culture 
or learn to quote certain verses and chapters as proof texts 
to support particular positions we hold because of our 
denominational or traditional background. The centrality 
of Scripture is more fundamental and its significance much 
larger than that.

Scripture Is a Prism
When light passes through a prism, a rainbow of colours 
is revealed. Similarly, when our cultures pass through the 
prism of Scripture, we see them in a new way. The light and 
shade intrinsic to our cultures are revealed. We are no longer 
being defined by our traditions, but are allowing Scripture to 
interpret those traditions.

Scripture Is a Record of God’s Engagement with Culture
Scripture is more than just a record of the history and religion 
of Israel and the early church. Rather, it records God’s dealings 
with his people and with their culture, and is itself the fruit 
of that engagement. It thus provides a yardstick or a model 
for encouraging, identifying and controlling all subsequent 
engagements of gospel and culture in the continuing 
divine-human encounter that characterizes our faith.

Scripture Is a Road Map
Scripture is the authoritative road map on our journey of 
faith, a journey that began before we first believed in Christ. 
This road map reminds us that the journey we are on did 
not begin at the point when we ourselves received the map. 
By looking at the map in Scripture, we can see where we 
have come from and how we got to where we are. It also 

points us in the direction we are to take if we are to reach our 
destination. This understanding is one that the early preachers 
of the gospel stressed when they so often used the phrase 
‘according to the Scriptures’. Paul reminds Timothy of the 
guiding role of Scripture (2 Tim 3:16). He demonstrates its 
use when he recounts part of the history of the Israelites and 
concludes, ‘These things happened to them as examples and 
were written down as warnings for us’ (1 Cor 10:1 -11).

Too often, preachers tend to pick a particular text and 
use it as a launch pad for presenting their own ideas, but 
apostolic preaching was not like that. It presented the 
meaning of Scripture as a whole and applied that meaning to 
the concrete cultural and social situation of the hearers. That 
is what we have to do if Scripture is to be the road map for 
getting us to our destination.

Scripture Is Our History
All the references to Scripture in the New Testament relate 
to the Old Testament, although the majority of those 
addressed would have been Gentiles, who did not share the 
Jews’ cultural background. Yet, Paul refers to ‘our forefathers’ 
when speaking to Gentile Corinthians (1 Cor 10:1). Israel’s 
history had become their ‘adoptive’ history, for all believers 
in Christ become children of Abraham (Gal 3:26-29) and are 
grafted into the original olive tree (Rom 11:7-20). And all 
believers were slaves who have been set free (Gal 4:7). All of 
us have been adopted into Christ, with our traditions, and are 
therefore transformed, with our traditions. The God of Israel is 
not a tribal God but the God who created all humanity.

Scripture Is the Basis of Our Identity
The earliest church was tempted to see Gentile Christians as 
second-class Jews, latecomers. But at the Council of Jerusalem 
(Acts 15) the apostles recognized that God was doing 
something new. Paul makes the same point when he writes 
as if there are now three categories of persons: Jews, Gentiles 
and something new, called the church of God (1 Cor 10:32; 
2 Cor 5:17; Eph 2:14-18).

In the early decades of the church, some Christian writers 
spoke of Christians as a third race. The first race was the Jews; 
the second, the Gentiles; and the third was the Christians. The 
basis of this new identity was religious, not ethnic, national, 
social or cultural in the narrow sense. We have become ‘a 
kingdom of priests to serve God and his father’ (Rev 1:5-6; 
1 Pet 2:9-10).

Scripture Is Our Story
Scripture is not just a holy book from which we extract 
teaching and biblical principles. Rather, it is a story in which 
we participate. When David Livingstone preached in Africa in 
the nineteenth century, he is said to have always referred to 
the Bible as the ‘mes sage from the God whom you know’. In 
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other words, Scripture speaks to us because Scripture speaks 
about us. And it speaks about us because we are a part of the 
gospel we preach. Paul was very aware of this. He emphasized 
that God had had mercy on him, and now he was called to 
preach to others (1 Cor 15:8-11).

Africans have a strong sense of their pre-Christian religious 
journey and should be alive to this participation in Scripture. 
This was certainly true of the Liberian prophet William Wadé 
Harris (1865-1929). He was the first distinctive African 
Christian prophet of modern times, and a man who brought 
many people into the church. Harris cut himself off from his 
Grebo life and family in a radical conversion, but he did not 
live without ancestors or a community. He simply changed 
his family connections to those based on faith in Christ as 
known through the Scriptures. His was a spirituality of vital 
participation totally indigenous to his African way of being 
within a community. He did not think in terms of what Moses 
saw or Jesus did in the Bible, but of how his new ancestors, 
Moses, Elijah, and supremely Jesus Christ, interacted with 
him. That was how he broke through to many people and 
they became Christians.

In African culture, participation in a common life constitutes 
community and marks out an ethnic group. When a libation is 
poured, the community recites the names of all those who are 
absent, treating them as present. Traditional believers summon 
their ancestors, and they believe that these ancestors are 
present at the ceremony that follows. (Do we have a similar 
confidence that Jesus is present when we pray?)

In Christian terms, we participate in Christ, and thus 
also in the resources and powers of the entire community 
composed of those who are also one with Christ through the 
Spirit. This community includes both the living and the dead 
(Luke 20:33-38). It is a transcendent community in which the 
human components experience and share in the divine life 
and nature (2 Pet 1:4).

Bringing Scripture and Culture Together
We should not focus on extracting principles from the Bible 
and applying these to culture. Scripture is not a book existing 
independently of us. Scripture is the living testimony to 
what God has done and continues to do, and we are part 
of that testimony. The characters in Scripture are both our 
contemporaries and our ancestors. Their triumphs and failures 
help us understand our own journey of faith (Rom 11:18). 
Scripture is not something we only believe in, it is something 
we share in. This is why the people in the Bible will not be 
made perfect without us (Heb 11:40), nor we without them.

The application of Scripture to our cultures is a gradual 
process of coming together, of life touching life. Our particular 
culture encounters the activity of God in building up a 
community of his people throughout history, a community 
that now includes us and our particular traditions, history 
and culture. We will gradually come to share in a family 
likeness that is not measured by ethnic particularity but 

by nothing less than Christ himself 
(Eph 4:13).

Scripture and culture are like 
merging circles, gradually coming to 
have one centre as we increasingly 
recognize ourselves in Scripture and 
Scripture becomes more and more 
recognizable as our story.

The process of bringing the gospel 
and culture together takes more than one 
generation. To look for a once and for all 
biblical ‘answer’ to a particular cultural 
problem is to misunderstand the process 
whereby a community and people come 
to see themselves as called into the people 
of God and come to participate in that 
community.

The process takes several generations, both ancient 
and modern. All the endeavours of believers from many 
backgrounds wrestling with gospel and culture are an 
integral part of our story. To fully understand the impact of 
the gospel engaging with any particular cultural environment 
we need to know of the struggle of ancient Israel to come to 
terms with the uniqueness and the majesty of Yahweh, their 
backslidings, apostasy, calamity, tragedy and triumphs. We 
also need to know how African earth shrines relate to God’s 
way. We need to know how the gospel was brought from 
Alexandria to Axum, how it was taken from Ireland to the 
English, how it was taken from south-eastern Ghana to the 
Upper East Region. No part of the story of the people of God 
is alien to any other part of the story or is more important 
than any other part. The gospel has no permanent resident 
culture. It is as we take the experiences and the struggle in 
one context and funnel them through our own reading and 
experience of the Scripture in our mother tongue that we find 
that other Christian stories illuminate our story.

Scripture, Language and Culture
Mother-tongue Scripture has a fundamental place in the 
engagement of gospel and culture. If people recognize that 
Onyankopon (as God is called by the Akan of Ghana), the 
God they have known from time immemorial, is their Saviour, 
and that the coming of the gospel is what they have looked 
forward to, then God is continuing to ensure that they will 
hear him each in their own language so that they can marvel 
at his majesty and his love for them. Our mother tongue is 
the language in which God speaks to each of us. He does 
not speak in a sacred language, but in ordinary language, so 
that we may hear him and realize that this gospel is about us 
and that we have been invited to join a company drawn from 
every people, tribe, tongue, nation and language (Rev 7:9).

Kwame Bediako

(Adapted from Kwame Bediako, ‘Scripture as the Hermeneutic of Culture and Tradition’, 
Journal of African Christian Thought, Vol. 4, No. 1 [June 2001], pp. 2-11.)
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