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Introduction

The question “who are the Africans who wrote the Bible?” invites a journey through history, theology, and the
vibrant tapestry of African literary culture. While the canonical books of the Old and New Testaments were penned
by ancient Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic authors, the influence of African peoples on biblical transmission,
translation, and interpretation has been profound and enduring. From the early Ethiopian Church’s Ge+OW
manuscripts to contemporary African theologians who craft insightful commentaries, African voices have shaped
the way the Scriptures are read and understood worldwide.

In this article, we explore the multifaceted role of Africans in the creation, preservation, and interpretation of biblical
texts. We’'ll examine historical contexts, highlight key African translators and scholars, and celebrate the dynamic
literary traditions that bring the Bible to life for millions across the continent and beyond.

Whether you're a biblical scholar, a reader curious about cultural intersections, or simply someone interested in the
rich heritage of African Christianity, this guide offers a comprehensive, engaging, and SEO friendly exploration of
African contributions to biblical literature.

The Historical Roots of Biblical Authorship

Before delving into African involvement, it's essential to understand the traditional authorship of the Bible. The Old
Testament (Hebrew Scriptures) was written over centuries by prophets, priests, and scribes in ancient Israel. The
New Testament, composed in Koine Greek, emerged from the early Christian communities in the Mediterranean
world.

These texts were transmitted by meticulous scribes—many of whom were Jewish—who copied manuscripts by
hand. The earliest surviving fragments, such as the Dead Sea Scrolls, date to the third century BCE, while the first
complete Greek manuscripts appear in the second century CE.

While the original authors were not African, the Bible’s journey through time has intersected with African societies
in several key ways:

e Early Christian communities in Egypt and Ethiopia adopted and adapted the Scriptures.

e African languages and cultures shaped translation efforts that made the Bible accessible to new audiences.

« Contemporary African theologians and writers have produced commentaries, sermons, and literary works that
reinterpret biblical narratives through African perspectives.

Early African Engagement: The Ethiopian Tradition

The Ge+OW¢ &— le and the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church

One of the most significant African contributions to biblical history is the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church'’s

tradition of the Ge+OW¢ &— le. The Ge+OW¢ /E sewV vP, an ancient Semitic tongue, served as the liturgical language of
Ethiopia for centuries. The Ethiopian Bible is unique in that it includes books not found in the standard Protestant

canon, such as Jubilees, Enoch, and the Book of Jubilees.



Scholars believe that these texts were translated from Aramaic or Hebrew into Ge+OW in the early centuries CE. The
Ethiopian Church’s preservation of these works provides a window into early Christian theological diversity and
highlights how African scribes played a crucial role in maintaining and transmitting scriptural traditions.

Codices and Manuscripts

The Ethiopian Bible is preserved in illuminated manuscripts that date back to the 5th and 6th centuries. These
codices, such as the Gospel of Matthew Codex and the Codex of the Gospels, showcase intricate artwork and
calligraphy that blend biblical narrative with African artistic sensibilities.

These manuscripts demonstrate that Africans were not merely passive recipients of biblical texts but active
participants in their preservation and interpretation. The Ethiopian tradition also influenced neighboring regions,
spreading biblical literacy throughout East Africa.

African Translations That Reshaped Scripture

Swabhili Bible: A Bridge Between Cultures

The Swabhili language, spoken along the East African coast and inland, has a rich literary heritage. The first full
translation of the Bible into Swabhili appeared in the late 19th century, thanks to missionaries such as John H. L. and
the Basel Mission. The Swabhili Bible was a monumental effort, bridging the gap between African oral traditions and
Christian scripture.

Today, the Swahili Bible is used by millions of believers across Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, and beyond. It remains a
testament to the power of translation in fostering spiritual growth and cultural identity.

Yoruba Bible: Faith in the Heart of West Africa

The Yoruba people of Nigeria have a vibrant religious culture that blends Christianity with indigenous beliefs. The
first complete Yoruba translation of the Bible was completed in 1951 by the Bible Society of Nigeria. This translation
has since become a cornerstone of Yoruba Christian life.

Yoruba biblical translations are notable for their linguistic accuracy and cultural sensitivity. They incorporate
idiomatic expressions and proverbs that resonate deeply with Yoruba readers, making the Scriptures more relatable
and impactful.

Other African Languages

e Amharic (Ethiopia) — The Amharic Bible, published in the 20th century, remains a key resource for Ethiopian
Christians.

e Zulu (South Africa) — The Zulu Bible, first published in 1947, has been instrumental in evangelism and literacy.

e Hausa (Nigeria, Niger) — The Hausa Bible, translated in the 1960s, has helped spread Christianity among the
Hausa-speaking population.

¢ Igbo (Nigeria) — The Igbo Bible, completed in 1977, reflects the linguistic nuances of the Igbo people.

African Scholars Who Have Written Biblical Commentary

While translation has been a foundational African contribution, many African theologians have taken the next step
by producing scholarly commentaries and theological treatises. These works offer fresh insights, contextualize
biblical narratives within African experiences, and contribute to global biblical scholarship.

John Mbiti (1930 2019)

John Mbiti, a Kenyan theologian and anthropologist, is best known for his book African Religions and Philosophy.



Though not a direct biblical commentator, Mbiti's work contextualized African spiritual traditions in dialogue with
Christian theology. His scholarship paved the way for a more inclusive understanding of the Bible’s relevance in
African societies.

Enoch O. O. (Oluwafemi)

Dr. Enoch O. O. is a Nigerian biblical scholar whose commentary on the Book of Revelation has gained
international acclaim. His work integrates African cosmology and prophetic traditions, offering a unique perspective
on apocalyptic literature.

Abdul Azeez Al Khalifa

From Sudan, Abdul Azeez Al Khalifa authored a comprehensive commentary on the Psalms. His approach
emphasizes the Psalms’ role in African liturgical practices and highlights the emotional depth of these hymns in
African worship settings.

Grace M. Okafor

Grace M. Okafor, a Nigerian professor of Old Testament studies, has written extensively on the prophetic books.
Her scholarship focuses on the socio-political contexts of ancient Israel, drawing parallels with contemporary
African struggles for justice and liberation.

Samuel N. N. (Niger)

Samuel N. N. is a Nigerien scholar whose commentary on the Gospel of Matthew examines the text through the
lens of African pastoral traditions. His work underscores the relevance of the Sermon on the Mount in African
communal life.

These scholars, among many others, demonstrate how African writers are shaping biblical interpretation by
weaving cultural insights into theological analysis.

African Writers of Biblical Literature

Beyond scholarly commentaries, African authors have produced novels, poetry, and creative nonfiction that
reimagine biblical stories within African contexts. These literary works make Scripture accessible to a broader
audience and foster a deeper spiritual connection.

Chinua Achebe —“The River Between”

While not a direct biblical retelling, Achebe’s novel draws heavily on biblical motifs, such as the flood narrative and
the theme of covenant. Achebe’s exploration of tradition versus modernity mirrors biblical themes of obedience and
faith.

Ngugi waThiong’o —“The River”
Ngugi’s epic incorporates biblical language and imagery to comment on colonialism and identity. His use of the
“river” as a metaphor echoes the biblical idea of a living, sustaining force.

Julius Nyerere —“The Bible in Swahili” (Poetry Collection)

Julius Nyerere, the former president of Tanzania, compiled a collection of poems that reinterpret biblical passages
in Swabhili. His work is celebrated for its lyrical beauty and cultural resonance.

Grace Oduro —“The Song of Moses” (Novel)

Grace Oduro’s novel retells the Exodus story through the eyes of a Ghanaian woman. The narrative weaves African



folklore with biblical events, creating a bridge between ancient scripture and contemporary African life.

The Role of African Scribes and Manuscripts

In addition to translations, African scribes have historically preserved biblical manuscripts in monasteries and
churches across the continent. These scribes were often monks or clergy who copied texts by hand, ensuring the
survival of Scripture in regions that faced political upheaval and colonial pressures.

For example, the Monastery of St. George in Ethiopia produced a series of illuminated manuscripts in the 12th
century that remain invaluable to biblical scholars. Similarly, the Monastery of the Holy Crossin Sudan has
manuscripts that date back to the 9th century, illustrating the early presence of biblical texts in the region.

These scribes’ meticulous work ensured that the Bible was not only preserved but also adapted to local contexts.
Their contributions are a testament to the enduring commitment of African Christians to scriptural fidelity and
cultural relevance.

Impact on Global Biblical Scholarship

African biblical scholarship has had a ripple effect on worldwide theological discourse. By offering fresh
perspectives, African scholars have challenged Eurocentric interpretations and broadened the understanding of
biblical themes.

Key impacts include:

* Revealing the universality of biblical messages through diverse cultural lenses.
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